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The Effects of Animal Interaction on Happiness 
 
Rachel Holen1 
Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
Animal-assisted therapy has become a hot topic in psychology over the past decade because of its broad 
implications in daily life.  It is easily accessible for many populations and it is one of the few therapeutic 
interventions that may continue at home.  The purpose of this study was to see if interaction with an animal would 
increase positive feelings.  Participants were placed either in a room with a dog and allowed to freely interact for 
fifteen minutes or in a room without a dog.  The participants then completed a short word find and a mood 
questionnaire.  Analyses showed that the group that interacted with the animal had significantly higher scores for 
positive feelings than the group that did not interact with the animal.  Additionally, the experimental group 
showed lower scores for negative feelings than the control group.  These findings indicate that even short-term 
interactions with animals improve mood, which lends credibility to the use of animal-assisted therapies in 
psychology to improve overall well-being. 
 

Pages: 5-8 
 
 
 

Animal-assisted therapy is a new and exciting field of 
medicine and psychology.  It utilizes an interaction with an 
animal in order to improve medical conditions as well as to 
decrease loneliness in people.  An additional benefit of the use 
of animals in daily life and animal-assisted therapy is increased 
happiness, which can lead to a rise in overall quality of life.  
Society can greatly benefit from animal-assisted therapy 
because animal interaction is an easily accessible method of 
treatment for those in need of therapy as well as for those 
looking for a companion.   

One of the major uses of animal-assisted therapy is to 
enable people with physical disabilities to practice skills to 
improve posture, balance, and strength.  For example, in a 
study conducted by Borges, Werneck, de Silva, Gandolfi, and 
Pratesi (2011) researchers evaluated the efficacy of a horseback 
riding simulator for improving posture in children with cerebral 
palsy.  Children were separated into two groups, one of which 
used the simulator and one of which used traditional physical 
therapy.  At the post-intervention stage of evaluation the 
children who used the simulator had higher motor function and 
greater control of posture.  This study illuminates the efficacy 
of horseback riding as a method of animal-assisted therapy, 
which improves the overall quality of life for disabled 
individuals.  
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   Horseback riding has also been shown to be an 
effective therapy for individuals with mental disabilities like 
autism disorder.  In a study by Bass, Duchowny, and LLabre 
(2009) researchers studied the effects of horseback riding on 
social functioning in children with autism spectrum disorders.  
They compared the children receiving animal-assisted therapy 
with those on the waitlist and found that the children in the 
therapy program exhibited several traits associated with higher 
social functioning like social motivation, greater sensory 
seeking, less inattention, and less sedentary behaviors.  Similar 
to the previous study, this study indicates an improvement of 
the quality of life for people with disabilities as a result of 
animal-assisted therapy.   
 Though much research on animal-assisted therapy has 
been dedicated to studying the effects on people with 
disabilities, there is also a plethora of research devoted to 
studying mood and loneliness.  Banks, Willoughby, and Banks 
(2008) examined whether geriatric patients living in long-term 
care facilities would be less lonely after using either a living 
dog or a robotic dog for animal-assisted therapy compared with 
a control group receiving no animal-assisted therapy.  The 
patients with the robot and the living dog showed decreases in 
loneliness, while the control group showed no change.  These 
results indicate that animals, even artificial ones, play an 
important role in decreasing loneliness.  It is possible that a 
decrease in loneliness may later promote an increase in 
happiness and in overall quality of life.   
 Loneliness was also examined in a group of rural 
adolescents by Black (2012).  Black surveyed adolescents from 
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two ethnically diverse high schools using self-report measures 
regarding pet ownership, loneliness, attachment to an animal, 
and social support.  The researcher found that the adolescents 
who owned pets had significantly lower scores in loneliness 
than non-pet owners.  Research suggests that attachment to a 
companion animal was positively correlated to the number of 
companions considered to be in the adolescents’ social support 
network.  Similar to the elderly population, a decrease in 
loneliness in pet owners may lead to an increase in happiness 
and the overall quality of life.  
 McConnell, Brown, Soda, Stayton, and Martin (2011) 
examined three different areas in which owning a pet had a 
positive impact on well-being and quality of life.  In the first 
study, pet owners scored higher on several measures of well-
being, including self-esteem and exercise, as well as on 
measures of individual differences like conscientiousness and 
positive attachment than non-pet owners.  A second study 
found that pet owners had a higher standard of well-being when 
they felt their pets fulfilled their social needs than did non-pet 
owners.  The final study, conducted in a laboratory setting, 
demonstrated that pets assisted people in dealing with social 
rejection, like being ignored.  These studies demonstrate that 
pets improve the quality of life by providing a social support 
system in many different settings.  
 Previous research regarding animal-assisted therapy 
has indicated that animal interactions and ownership of an 
animal increases skills in people with disabilities, decreases 
loneliness, and improves the overall quality of life for several 
populations.  However, little research has examined the impact 
of animal interactions on a short-term basis.  We conducted a 
study evaluating happiness following a fifteen minute 
interaction with a dog.  We compared two groups’ happiness:  
one group interacted with a dog for fifteen minutes, the other 
group sat and socialized for fifteen minutes.  We predicted that 
the subjects that interacted with the dog would rate higher on 
the positive feelings on a scale of positive and negative 
experience than the group that did not interact with the dog.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 

Twenty-two participants, 17 of which were females 
and 5 of which were males, were involved in the study.  The 
participants were undergraduate students obtained through 
convenience sampling from two classes of an undergraduate 
psychology course.  The participants ranged in age from 19-48 
(M = 24.36, SD = 7.36).  Sixteen of the participants identified 
themselves as Caucasian, one as American-Indian, two as 
Asian/Pacific Islander, one as Chicano/Latino, and one 
participant did not provide their race.  The participants were 
not compensated for their participation. 

 
Materials 
 A short word-find puzzle was created by the 
instructors to conceal the true purpose of the experiment 
following the  interaction (see  Appendix A).   The  participants  
 

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Mean scores on the SPANE for positive feelings.  Error 
bars represent the standard deviations. 

 
interacted with a Sheltie dog that was trained to be an assisted 
therapy animal.  In order to measure the emotional state 
(specifically positive feelings and negative feelings) of the 
participants following the interaction, a modified paper version 
of Diener and Biswas-Diener’s (2009) Scale of Positive and 
Negative Experience (SPANE; see Appendix B) was given.  
The scale was modified to include a description of the 
experiment and all neutral feelings were removed. Participants 
rated their feelings on a numbered Likert scale.  Participants 
then completed a demographic survey.   
 
Procedure 
 Participants were sampled from two psychology 
classes.  Every participant first read an informed consent 
statement detailing the nature of the experiment as well as the 
participant’s right to discontinue the experiment at any time.  
Participants were then randomly divided into two groups, one 
of which was the control group (Group 1) and one of which 
was the experimental group (Group 2).  Group 1 sat in a room 
and quietly socialized with one another for fifteen minutes.  
Group 2 was given fifteen minutes to freely interact with a 
trained animal (assisted therapy dog) and its handler.  The dog 
then was removed from the room.   Participants in both groups 
then completed a short word-find (see Appendix A).  Upon 
completion of the word-find, participants filled out the 
modified SPANE questionnaire regarding their feelings in the 
preceding fifteen minutes (see Appendix B).  Following 
completion of the SPANE questionnaire, participants completed 
a demographic survey. The participants were given the 
opportunity to ask the researchers questions and then released.   
 

RESULTS 
 

Participants were scored on both positive and negative 
feelings by using the scoring rubric for the SPANE (see 
Appendix B).  One-tailed independent samples t-tests were 
performed to determine the significance of differences between 
groups of both positive and negative feelings.  Analyses 
showed that Group 2 (M = 25.5, SD = 5.3) scored 
significantly higher on the measure of positive feelings than 
Group 1  (M = 16.0, SD = 7.4),  t(22) = -3.461,  p = 0.001.   
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FIGURE 2.  Mean scores on the SPANE for negative feelings.  Error 
bars represent the standard deviations. 

 

Additionally, analyses showed that Group 2 (M = 7.2, SD = 
1.7) had significantly lower scores on the negative feelings 
scale than Group 1 (M = 11.0, SD = 3.2), t(22) = 3.52, p = 
0.001.  These results are illustrated in Figures 1 and 2.  

 

DISCUSSION 
 

We hypothesized that the group that interacted with 
the dog would have higher positive feeling scores on the 
modified SPANE than the group that did not interact with the 
dog.  Our results support this hypothesis.  Though we did not 
construct a hypothesis regarding the negative feelings scores on 
the SPANE, it is reasonable to conclude that as positive 
feelings increase, negative feelings decrease which is supported 
by the current data.   

The decrease in loneliness following the use of robotic 
dogs and real dogs in geriatric care facilities that was found by 
Banks, Willoughby, and Banks (2008) is consistent with our 
findings; our study showed that interaction with animals on a 
short-term basis can decrease negative feelings.  Similarly, 
Black (2012) found that pet ownership showed a decrease in 
loneliness in adolescents, suggesting that these results may be 
consistent across age groups.  Furthermore, three studies by 
McConnell, Brown, Soda, Stayton, and Martin (2011) found 
that pets assisted in improving overall well-being and acted as a 
support system for owners.  Based upon our results as well as 
the results of previous research regarding animal interaction, it 
is likely that animal interaction increases positive feelings, 
which increases factors like happiness and, eventually, overall 
well-being.   
 While our results directly supported the hypothesis, it 
is possible that other factors contributed to the significant 
results.  One possible alternative explanation for the results was 
the extreme manipulation of the independent variable.  While 
our independent variable manipulation was simply the 
opportunity to interact with the dog, the control group was 
given no instruction.  Sitting inactive for fifteen minutes may 
have significantly decreased control participants’ positive 
feelings and increased their negative feelings.  These changes 
in feelings may have likely made the contrast between the 
control group and experimental groups’ feelings greater than if 
the control group had something to keep them occupied during 

the experiment.  Also, the word find may have been 
unnecessary.  Though its intended purpose was to lead the 
participants to believe the hypothesis was related to cognitive 
testing, it may have been too simple for the participants.  A 
more difficult cognitive task would have been a better 
concealment.  
 Generalizability is also an issue.  Convenience 
sampling presents a problem because the results may not 
represent a broad demographic.  Since students were sampled 
from college courses, the participants were most likely well 
adjusted and exerted a high level of mental function.  It is 
unclear based on this research whether participants with anxiety 
or depression would also benefit from a short session.  This 
problem could possibly be eliminated if SPANE scores were 
compared to average SPANE scores from other studies to 
confirm the results. 
 Our study design could have been improved by 
conducting a pre-test (using a different word find but the same 
questionnaire) so that it was clearer what the mental states of 
the participants were prior to the intervention.  Since we did 
not evaluate state of mind prior to the experiment, the events 
that had occurred in the participants’ lives prior to the 
experiment could have been the sole reason for the feelings 
they described on the SPANE.   

If future research were conducted on this subject, it 
would be useful to allow the control group to do something 
during the experiment to avoid boredom-induced negative 
feelings.  Perhaps conducting an experiment in a population 
requiring therapy with a traditional therapy serving as the 
control intervention and animal-assisted therapy as the 
experimental intervention would be useful in determining how 
much the animals actually increase positive feelings as well as 
give insight as to the efficacy of animal-assisted therapy.   

Our results as well as the results of several other 
studies indicate that animal interactions, whether it be short-
term in a therapy setting or with pets, increase positive feelings 
which in turn increases overall well-being and improves quality 
of life.  The implications of our findings and other research on 
this topic are great for the newly expanding field of animal-
assisted therapy.  It is a viable therapeutic option for many 
populations, and it is possible that it may be more efficacious 
than traditional therapies for some.  These results can also be 
applied to the general population:  owning a pet may increase 
positive feelings, happiness, quality of life, and overall well-
being, all of which are important for maintaining a healthy life. 

 
APPENDIX A 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE)© 
Copyright 2009 by Ed Diener and Robert Biswas-Diener.  
 

Please think about the experience you have had participating in this study.  
Then report how much you experienced each of the following feelings, using 
the scale below.  For each item, select a number from 1 to 5, and write it next 
to each feeling.  For example, if the feeling was “happy” and you felt very 
happy during the experiment, you would write a number 5 next to the word 
“happy.”  
 

1) Not at all         2) A little         3) A moderate amount 

4) A lot         5) Very much 
 

Positive  _____ Negative  _____ Good  _____ 

Bad  _____ Pleasant  _____ Unpleasant  _____ 

Happy  _____ Sad  _____ Afraid  _____ 

Joyful  _____ Angry  _____ Contented  _____ 
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