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Abstract
Human attitudes toward nonhuman animals are complex and quite contradictory. Th ey can 
range between extremely negative (animal cruelty) to positive (treating companion animals like 
human surrogates). Attitudes toward animals are especially negative when people think about 
human creatureliness and personal mortality. Th is paper investigates people’s attitudes toward 
highly valued animals (companion animals). Th e research presented here tested whether com-
panion-animal caregivers would respond to reminders of human creatureliness and mortality 
salience (MS) with more negative attitudes toward pets. Participants completed an online survey 
in which MS and human-creatureliness conditions were manipulated. Results showed that, 
under MS, even pet owners responded to reminders of human creatureliness with less positive 
attitudes toward the average pet. Th us, the eff ects observed in previous research extend to more 
popular animals, even among people with presumably positive attitudes toward animals.
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Introduction

Th e relationship between humans and nonhuman animals is a complex one. 
In many ways, humans treat other animals as if they existed primarily to serve 
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human needs. Th ey are used for a variety of purposes—from providing mere 
entertainment (circuses, horseracing), to providing an important food source, 
to serving as valuable metaphors for social relationships (Levi-Strauss, 1966). 
Hirschman (1994) notes that animals serve as ornaments/objects (beautiful 
fi sh displays), status symbols, and equipment (in hunting, as guides for the 
blind, and as consumables in the laboratory). Th ere is also ample evidence 
from a wide range of disciplines showing a pervasive tendency for humans to 
view and treat animals as lower status creatures (Cohn, 1996; Plous, 1993; 
Stibbe, 2001; Vollum, Buffi  ngton-Vollum, & Longmir, 2004). 

Despite the general view that animals are relatively lower in status than 
humans, not all animals are regarded as equally inferior. Studies of people’s 
attitudes toward various species have shown that animals considered more 
evolutionarily recent and companion animals are given more favorable rat-
ings on a variety of dimensions including attractiveness and mental com-
plexity (Eddy, Gallup, & Povinelli, 1993; Herzog & Galvin, 1997; Hills, 
1995). Although others argue that phylogenetic recency and pet-status do 
not aff ect ratings of mental complexity when information about an animal’s 
behavior-in-context is available (Mitchell & Hamm, 1997), the evidence is 
unconvincing. Moreover, several researchers report that animals perceived as 
more similar to humans are treated better than those considered less similar. 
People show greater discomfort when led to believe they are watching 
the abuse of an animal similar to humans; they recommend signifi cantly 
more jail time and larger fi nes for abusers of these animals, and they prefer 
to save endangered species most similar to humans (Allen et al., 2002; Plous, 
1993). 

Th ese fi ndings are consistent with a large body of social psychological 
research suggesting that perceived similarity generally increases concerns with 
the rights and fair treatment of others. However, the eff ect of similarity does 
not always lead to more positive human-animal relationships. Th e role of sim-
ilarity in concerns about the rights and fair treatment of animals appears to 
vary depending on the situation. Indeed, previous research shows that, under 
conditions of high confl ict, perceived similarities can lead to more negative 
attitudes toward animals. According to Richards (1995), for example, high-
lighting similarities with chimpanzees leads to more negative attitudes toward 
the conservation of these animals, among the Mende people of Sierra Leone. 
Richards argues that, particularly during times of political unrest, belief in a 
shared evolutionary origin is threatening to the Mende because it implies that 
the moral standards of humans can (and do) descend to a point where human 
behavior is no better than chimpanzee behavior (which is reported to include 
violent and unprovoked attacks on human children). 



74 R. Beatson et al. / Society and Animals 17 (2009) 72-89

Opotow (1993) has, likewise, reported negative eff ects of similarity under 
high confl ict scenarios. In this study, a Bombardiar beetle was described either 
as similar to humans or as very diff erent. Opotow found that in a high confl ict 
scenario, where destruction of the beetles’ habitat was needed for a reservoir, 
the similarity prime led to a decrease in the belief that considerations of fair-
ness would apply to the beetle. In contrast, under a low-confl ict scenario 
(where the habitat was to be destroyed for an unnecessary industrial complex), 
the similarity prime led participants to extend their scope of justice to include 
the beetle. At fi rst glance, such results may be diffi  cult to understand. How-
ever, Opotow also reported that many participants in the high-confl ict condi-
tion mentioned concerns with human survival. One theoretical perspective 
that potentially provides an explanation for such results is Terror Management 
Th eory (TMT). Indeed, from this perspective, the eff ect that reminders of 
human-animal similarities have on prompting negative attitudes toward ani-
mals is to be expected. 

Terror Management Th eory and Research

Following the work of anthropologist Becker (1973), Terror Management 
theorists (Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997; Murray, 2006), argue 
that humans are discomforted by the knowledge that humans, like all other 
creatures, must inevitably face their biological fate, death. Based on this view-
point, humans are said to be endowed with creatureliness concerns, which can 
be understood as anxiety associated with reminders that humans are, in many 
respects, no more than animals and subject to the same biological conditions 
and limitations as other life forms. As such, reminders of our animal or crea-
turely nature are assumed to prime anxiety-invoking thoughts of our biologi-
cal vulnerability and mortality. In response, people are motivated to elevate 
themselves beyond mere animal (and mortal) status; this is partly achieved by 
investment in a cultural worldview. 

TMT defi nes the cultural worldview as a set of consensually shared beliefs 
about the nature of the physical and social world (Greenberg et al., 1997). Th e 
theory proposes that the cultural worldview functions to delineate the condi-
tions under which a person may derive meaning and value. In addition, the 
theory provides death transcendence through literal or symbolic means: 
respectively (a) belief in an immortal soul or (b) identifi cation with something 
that will outlast the physical body such as family, nation, or one’s work. Invest-
ment in the cultural worldview quells thoughts about mortality, protects us 
from the related existential anxiety, and elevates humans above the status of 
biological entities that, like other animals, are subject to decay and extinction. 
To test whether the worldview does function to protect people from existential 
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anxiety, TMT proposes the mortality salience (MS) hypothesis. Th is hypoth-
esis states that “if a psychological structure provides protection against the 
potential terror engendered by knowledge of mortality, then reminders of 
mortality should increase the need to maintain that structure” (Greenberg et 
al., 1997, p. 78). Th at is, reminders of mortality should lead people to validate 
their own worldviews and derogate those of others. 

Indeed, this hypothesis has been supported in more than 100 separate stud-
ies and more than 14 countries (Greenberg et al., 1997). TMT researchers 
have shown that MS leads to greater endorsement of in-group values (Hal-
loran & Kashima, 2004), enhanced eff orts to meet cultural standards for the 
body (Goldenberg, Arndt, Hart, & Brown, 2005), and greater diffi  culty vio-
lating cultural in-group norms (Greenberg, Porteus, Simon, Pyszczynski, & 
Solomon, 1995). It also increases derogating of, and distancing from, out-
group members (Castano, Yzerbyt, Paladino, & Sacchi, 2002; Florian, Miku-
lincer, & Hirschberger, 2001; Harmon-Jones, Greenberg, Solomon, & Simon, 
1996). 

TMT, Creatureliness, and Animal Attitudes

Despite the central position creatureliness-concerns occupy in TMT, only 
recently have TMT researchers tested the proposition that people would 
respond negatively to reminders that humans are relatively similar to other 
animals. Goldenberg et al. (2001) found evidence that MS led college stu-
dents to evaluate an essay (and author) describing humans and animals as 
similar more negatively than one describing humans and animals as diff erent. 
More recently, Cox, Goldenberg, Arndt, and Pyszczynski (2007) reported that 
the presentation of a breast-feeding prime in conjunction with MS enhanced 
the accessibility of creatureliness cognitions, and that MS led to more negative 
responses to breast-feeding as compared with bottle-feeding mothers. More-
over, the eff ect is bidirectional; Cox Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, and Weise 
(2007) recently demonstrated that mildly disgusting stimuli increased death 
thought accessibility only when human creatureliness had been primed. In 
sum, there is substantial evidence to suggest that reminding people of their 
animal or creaturely nature and their mortality leads to derogation of animals 
and entities or actions reminding us of our animal nature. 

To date, however, few studies have considered whether humans’ relation-
ships with animals are aff ected more directly by knowledge of our creaturely 
nature and personal mortality (MS). In one study, Goldenberg, et al. (2001) 
found that MS led to increased revulsion toward animals ordinarily associated 
with disgust (maggots, worms, rats). However, whether this eff ect was due to 
distancing from animals in general or the concept of decay in particular 
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remained unclear. In another study, Beatson and Halloran (2007) demon-
strated that—among participants with low self-esteem—the conjunction of 
creatureliness and MS reminders led to more negative ratings of animals as a 
broad category. However, whether this fi nding applies to specifi c categories of 
animals has not yet been empirically tested. 

While these studies have certainly contributed to our understanding of the 
complex relationship between humans and animals, they have not systemati-
cally delineated between responses to diff erent types of animals. Th is is some-
what surprising given the considerable evidence that the concept “animal” is 
complex and multifaceted, divisible into at least utilitarian animals such as 
animals on the farm and animals in the wild and animals as companions. 
Moreover, as Beatson and Halloran (2007) pointed out, people share diff erent 
kinds of relationships with animals; some animals are ordinarily associated 
with disgust, while others occupy a more favorable position in the human 
psyche. Pets or companion animals, for example, represent a special category 
of animals who, according to Hirschman (1994) “reside in an intermediate 
position between nature and culture” (p. 623). Moreover, they are one group 
of animals often elevated to human status. Indeed, several studies have shown 
that pets are regarded as friends, family members, and even extensions of the 
self (Hirschman, 1994; Risley-Curtiss, Holley, & Wolf, 2006; Voith, 1985). 

Given the elevated status of pets, it is not surprising that several lines of 
research have shown pet caregivers to have more favorable attitudes toward 
animals. Eagles and Muffi  tt (1990) found that, compared with students who 
did not have a pet in the family home, those who did had more humanistic 
and naturalistic attitudes toward animals. In addition, several studies have 
shown pet owners are more opposed to the use of animals in medical research 
(Hagelin, Johansson, Hau, & Carlsson, 2002; Wells & Hepper, 1997), indi-
cating a general concern for animal welfare. Similarly, Vollum et al. (2004) 
showed that pet owners exhibited more punitive attitudes toward those who 
harm animals, recommending harsher punishment for both abuse and neglect 
of animals. Th us, one might question whether the MS by creatureliness 
eff ects observed in previous research would apply to pet owners. In this paper, 
we addressed this question for the fi rst time with an experimental research 
paradigm. In doing so, the fi ndings provided a worthy test of the scope of 
creatureliness-concerns that people experience and important implications for 
understanding people’s attitudes toward animals. 

Th e Current Research

Th e aim of this study was to extend upon previous research showing that 
reminders of mortality led people primed with thoughts of human creatureli-
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ness to respond less favorably to animals. Given that pets share a unique rela-
tionship with humans, we thought it important to test whether the patterns 
observed for unspecifi ed “animals” (Beatson & Halloran, 2007) and “disgust-
ing” animals (Goldenberg et al., 2001) would be replicated for a category of 
animals typically embraced by human society.

An experimental design was employed to answer this question, in which 
thoughts about personal mortality and human creatureliness were manipu-
lated and attitudes toward pets measured among participants who owned pets. 
Because previous research has shown that MS eff ects are often moderated by 
self-esteem, a self-esteem scale was administered prior to the manipulation of 
the independent variables. Aff ect was measured after participants read the MS 
and Creatureliness manipulations to control its potential eff ect on the depen-
dent measures of animal attitudes. To insure there was no self-reference eff ect 
from evaluating one’s own pet, participants were asked to complete scales 
measuring their evaluations of other pets and their attitudes toward treating 
pets like people. Based on the fi ndings of previous research, we tested the 
hypothesis that participants would show less favorable evaluations and atti-
tudes toward treating pets like people when they were primed with thoughts 
about personal mortality and human-animal similarities. 

Method

Participants

One-hundred and fi ve pet owners were recruited (predominantly) from a uni-
versity participant registry. All were recruited with an email invitation to 
anonymously complete an online survey, and/or forward the invitation to 
interested social contacts. One participant failed to complete all dependent 
measures, and a further seven participants failed to answer items measuring 
negative aff ect. Th ese cases were subsequently excluded from analyses, leaving 
23 to 26 participants in each of the four conditions. Th e fi nal data set included 
79 women and 18 men between 18 and 64 years of age (m = 25.06, sd = 9.52). 
Th e vast majority of participants (74%) identifi ed themselves as students.

Procedure and Materials

Participants were invited to take part in an online study purportedly concern-
ing personality and attitudes toward pets. Th ey were randomly assigned into 
experimental conditions that manipulated thoughts about mortality and 
human creatureliness with a 2 (MS vs. Control) and 2 (Creatureliness prime: 
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High vs. Low) between-subjects design. Prior to receiving the manipulations, 
participants answered some demographic questions and completed a measure 
of self-esteem. After the MS and Creatureliness manipulations, participants 
completed the dependent measures, were debriefed, probed for suspicion, and 
thanked for their contribution to the study. Each of the measures and manip-
ulations employed in the study are described below in detail.

Self-esteem. Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-esteem Scale (RSE) was included because 
self-esteem has been identifi ed as a moderator of MS eff ects in prior TMT 
research (Harmon-Jones et al., 1997). Th is scale comprises 10 items, a typical 
example of which is “I take a positive attitude toward myself.” Participants 
respond to the statements on a fi ve point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = 
strongly agree). Higher scores refl ect higher self-esteem. Cronbach’s coeffi  cient 
α for the scale was .88.
Companion animal and owner demographics. Participants were instructed to 
think about only one companion animal, and then asked to provide some 
information about this animal. Th e participants were requested to indicate the 
species category, the age of the pet, whether the participant was the primary 
owner, and how long the animal had lived with and known the participant. 
Participant were also asked to record their own age and gender.
Mortality salience manipulation. Following previous TM research (Rosenb-
latt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989), MS was manipulated 
with two open-ended questions. Participants were requested to “Please describe 
the emotions or feelings you have when you think of your own death” and to 
answer “What will happen to you physically when you die, and once you are 
dead?” In the Control condition, participants were asked equivalent questions 
about another anxiety-related event: What would happen to them when giv-
ing a public speech.
Creatureliness prime. After the MS manipulation, participants were asked to 
read a short extract to prime thoughts about human creatureliness. Th is mate-
rial was introduced by reminding participants that one of the (purported) 
aims of the study was to determine whether thinking about one’s personality 
and attitudes toward pets would aff ect one’s ability to remember diff erent 
types of information, such as animal and non-animal related topics. Th e par-
ticipants then learned that they had been assigned to the condition where they 
would read an extract related to people and pets. 

Goldenberg et al. (2001) creatureliness-essay manipulation was used to 
manipulate thoughts about human creatureliness. Participants assigned to the 
High Creatureliness condition read a paragraph emphasizing how the “bound-
ary between humans and animals is not as great as most people think.” Th ey 
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read that humans and animals are all made up of the same biological products, 
are driven by the same needs, and do not vary substantially in the origins of 
their intellectual abilities. Th ose assigned to the Low Creatureliness condition 
read that despite some commonalities with animals, humans are unique. Th is 
paragraph emphasized how language, culture, and emotional complexity make 
humans distinct from animals.
Delay and distraction. Because TMT argues that worldview defence occurs 
only when thoughts of death are outside current focal attention (Greenberg, 
Arndt, Simon, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 2000), a word-search task and mea-
sure of aff ect were completed. Watson, Clark, and Tellegen’s (1988) Positive 
and Negative Aff ect Schedule (PANAS) also allowed us to check that MS 
eff ects were unrelated to mood. Th e measure included both Positive Aff ect and 
Negative Aff ect subscales, each comprising 10 items. Participants were 
instructed to read statements such as “I feel irritable right now” and indicate 
how well each emotion described their current mood state. Response options 
were on a fi ve-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Th e scales both 
provided highly reliable measures of positive and negative aff ect (Cronbach’s 
α = .90 and .88, respectively).
Pet evaluations. Following the MS and Creatureliness manipulations, partici-
pants’ attitudes toward pets were measured with the Pet Enhancement Scale 
(El-Alayli, Lystad, Webb, Hollingsworth, & Ciolli, 2006). Th is scale com-
prises 22 items, consisting of 11 positive (friendly, clever) and 11 negative 
(boring, annoying) trait descriptors. Participants rated the extent to which 
each trait could be considered characteristic of the average pet. Responses 
were made on a seven-point scale from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 7 (com-
pletely characteristic). Th e average scores for the positive and negative traits 
were computed, forming two reliable subscales (Cronbach’s α = .85 and .89, 
respectively). 
Special treatment. We also measured attitudes toward treating pets like human 
beings with a four-item Special Treatment scale constructed for this study. 
Specifi cally, participants were asked to rate their agreement with statements 
like “I think people’s pets deserve to be pampered every now and then by 
going to a pet spa” and “I think it is silly to celebrate a pet’s birthday” (reversed). 
Th ese items were based on newspaper reports that pet-parties, pet-pilates 
classes, and other special services are becoming available to pet owners in Aus-
tralia—thus refl ecting the treatment of pets like humans. Responses were 
made on seven-point scales with higher scores indicating stronger agreement. 
Th e four items formed a reliable scale, α = .75 (Appendix).
Creatureliness manipulation check. To check that the Creatureliness manipu-
lation was successful participants were asked to rate their agreement with the 
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following statement: “Th e extract on humans and animals reminded me of 
how diff erent humans and animals are.” Responses were made on a seven-
point scale, with higher scores indicating greater agreement.
Suspicion probes. Finally, two items were used to check that participants were 
not aware of the aims of the study. Participants were asked to describe what 
they thought the study was about and to indicate what they thought the 
researchers expected to fi nd. Feedback from participants indicated that none 
were aware of the hypothesis of this study.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

To check that the Creatureliness manipulation was successful we conducted a 
t test. As expected, participants assigned to the Low Creatureliness condition 
(M = 5.17, SD= 1.45) agreed more strongly than those in the High Creature-
liness condition (M = 2.29, SD = 1.62) that the extract they had read reminded 
them of the diff erences between humans and animals, t(95) = 9.22, p < .001, 
Cohen’s d = 1.87. 

A series of ANOVAs and chi-square tests were conducted to check that—
aside from the manipulation of independent variables—conditions were 
equivalent. As expected, the age of participants, length of relationship, age of 
pet, type of animal, and participant as primary owner (or not) of the animal 
were all equivalent across conditions. However, the analyses showed that, by 
chance, participants assigned to the MS-High Creatureliness condition had 
recorded higher self-esteem.1 Also, the analysis on negative aff ect revealed 
higher scores than in the other conditions among participants assigned to the 
Control High-Creatureliness condition.2 Because self-esteem and negative 
aff ect were not equivalent across conditions, they were entered in subsequent 
analyses as covariates. Gender was entered as a covariate because previous 
research has shown that men and women tend to diff er in their attitudes 
toward animals (Herzog & Galvin, 1997) and because the ratio of males to 
females varied across conditions. Finally, age was also entered as a covariate 
following evidence that it predicts some attitudes toward pets. Indeed, Albert 
and Bulcroft (1988) found attitudes toward companion animals varied accord-
ing to diff erent stages in the family life cycle. 

To explore the eff ects of the covariates in the present data, a series of regres-
sions were conducted. Responses on the Negative Traits subscale of the pet 
evaluation measure were aff ected by each of the covariates. Higher self-esteem 
predicted less negative evaluations, β = -0.286, t(95) = 2.91, p =.005. Nega-
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tive aff ect, on the other hand, predicted more negative ratings of the average 
pet, β = .347, t(95) = 3.60, p = .001. Older participants made less negative 
evaluations, β = -0.379, t(88) = 3.84, p < .001, (degrees of freedom are lower 
due to some participants declining to record their age), and men (m = 3.00, 
sd = 1.22) showed a tendency to give more negative evaluations than women 
(m = 2.42, sd = .76), t(20) = 1.86, p = .078, (degrees of freedom are lower due 
to adjustment for unequal variances). Responses on the Positive Traits sub-
scale, and Special Treatment scale were unaff ected by these variables 

Main Analyses

As the three dependent measures were largely uncorrelated, each was subjected 
to a separate 2 (MS vs. Control) × 2 (Creatureliness: High vs. Low) ANCOVA 
with self-esteem, negative aff ect, age, and gender serving as covariates. Given 
the small sample sizes for each of the cells, and thus limited power to detect 
small eff ects, an alpha level of p<.10 was adopted. Th e tests on pet evaluations 
are presented fi rst, followed by those pertaining to the measure of attitudes 
toward special treatment of pets.

Pet Evaluation Results

While the analysis on the Negative Traits subscale revealed no statistically sig-
nifi cant eff ects of MS, Creatureliness, or their interaction (Fs<1, ns), the anal-
ysis of the Positive Traits subscale showed the expected MS × Creatureliness 
eff ect, F(1, 82)= 3.35, p = .051, partial η2 = .04. As shown in Figure 1 below, 
following reminders of human creatureliness, evaluations of pets were less 
positive in the MS (m = 4.78, se = .17) than control (m = 5.14, se = .18) condi-
tion. In contrast, following reminders of human and animal diff erences, pets 
were evaluated less positively in the control (m = 4.89, se = .18) than MS 
(M = 5.25, se= .18) condition. Furthermore, simple main eff ects tests showed 
that reminders of human creatureliness led to less positive evaluations of pets 
in the MS condition, F(1, 82)= 3.35, p = .071, partial η2 = .04, but did not 
aff ect evaluations under the control condition, F(1, 82)= 1.04, p = .317. 

Special Treatment 

As predicted, the ANCOVA on attitudes toward the special treatment of pets 
revealed a signifi cant MS Creatureliness eff ect, F(1,82) = 7.48, p = .008, par-
tial η2 = .08. Simple main eff ects tests showed that following reminders of 
human creatureliness, attitudes toward the special treatment of pets were less 
favorable in the MS (m = 3.40, se = .27) than control condition, (m = 4.16, se= 
.28), F(1, 82) = 3.67, p = .059, partial η2 = .05. Following reminders of human 
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uniqueness, on the other hand, attitudes toward the special treatment of pets 
were more favorable in the MS (m = 3.82,se = .29) than control condition, 
(m = 3.01, se = .26), F(1, 82) = 4.21, p = .043. Viewed diff erently, the tests 
showed that responses to special treatment were more favorable following 
reminders of similarities than diff erences, under control conditions, F(1,82) = 
8.94, p = .004, partial η2 = .10. As can be seen in Figure 2, however, this eff ect 
disappeared when mortality was made salient, F<1, ns. Th us, the results sug-
gest that reminding people of their mortal and creaturely nature leads to lower 
endorsement of special treatment of pets.

Because three of the four items on the measure of attitudes toward special 
treatment concerned services that would perhaps only be aff ordable for people 
higher in socio-economic status, we conducted a supplementary ANCOVA 
on the item measuring responses to celebrating a pet’s birthday. We reasoned 
that this behavior would likely be relatively common and, thus, a stronger test 
of our hypothesis. Consistent with the results obtained for the composite 
measure of special treatment, the analysis revealed a statistically signifi cant 
interaction between MS and Creatureliness, F(1,82) = 7.05, p = .010, partial 
η2 = .08. Simple main eff ects tests showed that following reminders of human 

Figure 1. Positive trait scores and standard errors as a function of Mortality Salience 
and Creatureliness
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creatureliness, MS led to less favorable attitudes toward celebrating pets’ birth-
days, F(1,82) = 5.66, p = .020, partial η2 = .07. In contrast, there was no eff ect 
of MS when participants read about human and animal diff erences, F<2.20, 
ns. Means and standard errors are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Attitudes Toward Celebrating Pet Birthdays as a Function Of 
Mortality Salience and Creatureliness Reminders

Mortality Salience

Creatureliness Control MS

 Low 4.07 (.37) 4.86 (.40)

 High 5.59 (.38) 4.29 (.37)

Note: Standard errors are presented in parenthesis.  Higher scores indicate more 
positive attitudes toward celebrating pet birthdays.

Discussion

On the basis of previous research, we predicted that MS would lead partici-
pants reminded of human creatureliness to show relatively negative attitudes 

Figure 2. Mean endorsement of special treatment and standard errors as a function of 
Mortality Salience and Creatureliness
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toward pets and the human-like treatment they are aff orded. Th e fi ndings of 
this study were consistent with these predictions. Specifi cally, after reading a 
short paragraph on human and animal similarities, MS led participants to 
evaluate pets less positively, and to show less positive attitudes toward the 
special treatment of pets. Th e fi ndings are especially noteworthy as partici-
pants were themselves pet owners.

Th ese fi ndings extend previous MS research on attitudes toward animals 
and animal nature in several important ways. First, the results show that the 
eff ects of MS and creatureliness primes obtained in previous research not only 
occur when animals are conceptualized as a general category (Beatson & Hal-
loran, 2007) or when participants focus on specifi c groups of animals associ-
ated with decay (Goldenberg et al., 2001) but extend to a highly valorized 
sub-group of animals. Th e research reported here suggests that pets are subject 
to the same type of attitudes directed at other animals, even by pet-owners. 

In addition to replicating the previous research with diff erent categories of 
animals, we have also shown that the eff ects occur with diff erent manipula-
tions of creatureliness and on diff erent attitude measures. It is important to 
note that people’s relatively negative responses to animals following reminders 
of death occur whether creatureliness is manipulated with a single paragraph 
describing human and animal similarities or with instructions for participants 
to watch a graphic depiction of Bonobo mating behaviors (Beatson & Hal-
loran, 2007). Th e present fi ndings also extend upon previous research by 
showing that negative responses are not limited to feelings of revulsion (Gold-
enberg et al., 2001) or relatively negative evaluations (Beatson & Halloran); 
they extend to attitudes concerning behaviors that elevate animal status (tak-
ing pets to day spas or celebrating a pet’s birthday). 

Th e fi ndings also showed a tendency for participants reminded of the 
unique capacities of humankind to show more favorable attitudes toward pets 
in the MS than Control condition. Although this eff ect was not expected, it 
may be explained by the content of the Creatureliness manipulation, which 
included the following: “Humans have the capacity for love, generosity, and 
kindness—putting the welfare of others above themselves.” Th e most plausible 
explanation for the more positive attitudes is that the manipulation primed 
kindness and generosity values, which were endorsed more strongly when 
mortality was salient. Such an eff ect is consistent with the MS hypothesis, and 
with previous research showing that MS accentuates support for values associ-
ated with the cultural worldview (Halloran & Kashima, 2004). Nevertheless, 
it would be worthwhile investigating, in future research, whether a similar 
eff ect would emerge following reminders of diff erences other than those relat-
ing to the capacity to put the welfare of others above one’s own needs.
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Another interesting fi nding was that MS did not aff ect evaluations of pets 
on negative traits; MS only reduced evaluations of pets on positive traits and 
support for the special treatment of animals. Yet, this seemingly incongruous 
set of results is consistent with research reporting a positive-negative asym-
metry in intergroup discrimination tasks (Mummendey & Otten, 1998). 
Positive-negative asymmetry occurs when people favor their ingroup on some 
positive dimension of intergroup comparison but do not show outgroup dero-
gation on a negatively valanced dimension of comparison. Otten and Mum-
mendey (1999) have further shown that thinking about negative characteristics 
in a social discrimination task increases vigilance toward showing unjust eval-
uations of outgroups. From this viewpoint, it appears that our participants 
may have felt it unjustifi ed to show especially negative evaluations of pets. 
Instead, they showed their response to MS and thoughts of human creatureli-
ness with lower ratings of pets on positive characteristics. Perhaps this fi nding 
is not so surprising given our participants were pet-owners; however, it raises 
a further question of whether the same conditions of this study would aff ect 
pet owners’ evaluations of their own pets. 

In fact, we have gone some way to addressing this question in a replication 
of the present study, changing only the instructions for participants to evalu-
ate the “average” pet and instead to evaluate their “own” pet. Ninety-seven 
persons participated in the study; however, there was no substantive evidence 
that MS, Creatureliness, or an interaction between the two had any eff ect on 
people’s attitudes toward giving their pets special treatments or on unambigu-
ous trait evaluations.3 It appears, then, that thinking about one’s own pet 
(rather than other pets or animals in general) eliminates the eff ect of MS on 
producing (relatively) negative attitudes toward animals and raises the intrigu-
ing possibility that certain human-animal relationships (such as those with 
our own pets) can serve a Terror Management function. 

Indeed, the relationships people share with their own pets resemble the 
relationships humans typically have with members of their family (American 
Pet Product Manufacturers Association, 2006; Brown, 2002; Greenebaum, 
2004; Hirschman, 1994; Voith, 1985). As with human companions, pets 
elicit strong emotional and behavioral responses among owners. Pet owners 
grieve for the loss of their companion animals in ways similar to those in 
which they grieve for people (Gerwolls & Labott, 1994), are sensitive to shifts 
in pet emotions (Th ibault, Bourgeois, & Hess, 2006), and will even remain in 
very dangerous situations to protect their companion animals (Ascione, 2007). 
Moreover, it has been argued that pets provide owners with “a sense of history 
and tradition, a sense of emotional connection with living beings other than 
ourselves, and a sense that life has meaning” (Hirschman, 1994, p. 630). It is 
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possible, then, that pets assuage existential concerns with meaninglessness and 
isolation and, in doing so, reduce the threat engendered by knowledge of one’s 
own mortality. It may also be the case that pets serve a terror-management 
function to the extent that people perceive unconditional positive regard from 
their companion animals. A focus on one’s own pet, in the second study, may 
have primed thoughts about the pet’s regard for the person and momentarily 
increased self-esteem, which has been shown to buff er the eff ects of MS. In 
any case, the terror-management functions that animals and pets may (or may 
not) serve for diff erent people would be a worthwhile research endeavor, as it 
appears to provide potential for further clarifi cation of the human-animal 
nexus. 

In addition to raising interesting questions for future research, the fi ndings 
reported here have important implications for organizations interested in 
campaigns aimed at improving the human and animal relationship. Indeed, 
many animal-welfare campaigns are concerned with improving the quality of 
life experienced by animals who do not have an intimate relationship with the 
targets of the campaign (adoption drives and fundraising eff orts for lost dogs’ 
homes). Th e results suggest that, under control conditions, emphasizing 
human and animal similarities appears to be an eff ective means for improving 
attitudes toward animals. In contrast, when mortality is made salient, partici-
pants give more generous ratings of animals if the diff erences between humans 
and animals are highlighted. When animal-welfare campaigns make death 
salient (showing abused or neglected animals close to dying), it may be benefi -
cial to avoid emphasizing human-animal similarities and, instead, to focus on 
how humankind is uniquely positioned to show kindness and generosity to 
the creatures who are dependent on us, and the way in which we treat our 
shared environment. 

Conclusion

Th e fi ndings reported in this paper are consistent with previous research on 
attitudes toward animals and other entities and activities that sometimes serve 
as reminders of our biological or creaturely nature. As a category of animals 
broadly conceived, pets are no diff erent from other animals. Even pet owners 
evaluate animals, and activities that elevate the status of those animals, less 
favorably when they are reminded of their own creaturely and mortal nature. 
Altogether, the research raises some interesting theoretical and research possi-
bilities as well as practical implications for understanding and improving 
human attitudes toward animals. 
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Notes

1. Th e ANOVA on self-esteem scores revealed signifi cant MS × Creatureliness eff ect, F(1, 93) = 
5.86, p = .017, η² = .06. Simple main eff ects analyses showed that participants assigned to the 
MS-Creaturely condition (M = 40.23, SE = 1.10) reported higher levels of self-esteem than those 
in the MS-Unique (M = 36.48, SE = 1.17), F(1, 93) = 5.43, p= .022, η² = .06, and the Control-
Creaturely condition (M = 36.17, SE = 1.17), F(1, 93) = 6.34, p= .013, η² = .06, but not the 
Control-Unique (M = 37.96, SE = 1.26)  condition.

2.  A signifi cant MS × Creatureliness eff ect was observed for levels of negative aff ect, F(1, 93) = 
4.22, p= .043, η² = .04. Negative aff ect was higher in the Control-Creaturely condition (M = 
1.46, SE = .08) than the MS-Creaturely condition (M = 1.22, SE = .07), F(1, 93) = 5.03, 
p = .027, η² = .05. Negative aff ect in the Control-Unique (M = 1.26, SE = .07) and MS-Unique 
(M = 1.33, SE = .08) conditions did not diff er from the others.

3. Th ere was, however, some evidence that MS led participants reminded of human creature-
liness to attribute their own pet negative traits that are typically considered unique to humans.

References

Albert, A., & Bulcroft, K. (1988). Pets, families, and the life course. Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 50, 543-552.

Allen, M., Hunstone, M., Waerstad, J., Foy, E., Hobbins, T., Wikner, B., &Wirrel, J. (2002). 
Human-to-animal similarity and participant mood infl uence punishment recommendations 
for animal abusers. Society & Animals, 10, 267-284.

American Pet Product Manufacturers Association. (2006). Pet spending at all time high.   Retrieved 
March 8th 2006, from http://www.appma.org/press_releasedetail.asp?v=ALL&id=84

Ascione, F. (2007). Emerging research on animal abuse as a risk factor for intimate partner vio-
lence. In K. Kendell-Tackett & S. Giacomoni (Eds.), Intimate partner violence (pp. 1-17). 
Kingston: NJ Civic Research Institute.

Beatson, R., & Halloran, M. (2007). Humans rule!: Th e eff ects of creatureliness reminders, 
mortality salience, and self-esteem on attitudes toward animals. British Journal of Social Psy-
chology, 46, 619-632.

Becker, E. (1973). Th e denial of death. New York: Free Press.
Brown, S. (2002). Ethnic variations in pet attachment among students at an American school of 

veterinary medicine. Society & Animals, 10, 249-236.
Castano, E., Yzerbyt, V., Paladino, M., & Sacchi, S. (2002). I belong, therefore, I exist: Ingroup 

identifi cation, ingroup entitativity, and ingroup bias. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
28, 135-143.

Cohn, P. (1996). Th e injustice of animal welfare: A review of animals, property and the law. 
Animal Law, 2, 207-212.

Cox, C., Goldenberg, J., Arndt, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2007). Mother’s milk: An existential 
perspective on negative reactions to breast-feeding. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
33, 110-122.

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-2445()50L.543[aid=6057149]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-2445()50L.543[aid=6057149]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()10L.267[aid=7877814]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0144-6665()46L.619[aid=8848654]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0144-6665()46L.619[aid=8848654]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()10L.249[aid=8848653]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()28L.135[aid=8848652]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()28L.135[aid=8848652]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()33L.110[aid=8848650]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()33L.110[aid=8848650]
http://www.appma.org/press_releasedetail.asp?v=ALL&amp;id=84


88 R. Beatson et al. / Society and Animals 17 (2009) 72-89

Eagles, P., & Muffi  tt, S. (1990). An analysis of children’s attitudes toward animals. Journal of 
Environmental Education, 21 (3), 41-44.

Eddy, T., Gallup, G., & Povinelli, D. (1993). Attribution of cognitive states to animals: Anthro-
pomorphism in comparative perspective. Journal of Social Issues, 49 (1), 87-101.

El-Alayli, A., Lystad, A., Webb, S., Hollingsworth, S., & Ciolli, J. (2006). Reigning cats and 
dogs: A pet-enhancement bias and its link to pet attachment, pet-self similarity, self-enhance-
ment, and well-being. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 28 (2), 131-143.

Florian, V., Mikulincer, M., & Hirschberger, G. (2001). Validation of personal identity as a ter-
ror management mechanism: Evidence that sex-role identity moderates mortality salience 
eff ects. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 1011-1022.

Gerwolls, M., & Labott, S. (1994). Adjustment to the death of a companion animal. Anthro-
zoös,, 8, 172-187.

Goldenberg, J., Arndt, J., Hart, J., & Brown, M. (2005). Dying to be thin: Th e eff ects of mortal-
ity salience and body mass index on restricted eating among women. Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 31, 1400-1412.

Goldenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., Greenberg, J., Kluck, B., & Cornwell, R. (2001). 
I am not an animal: Mortality salience, disgust, and the denial of human creatureliness. Jour-
nal of Experimental Psychology: General, 130, 427-435.

Greenberg, J., Arndt, J., Simon, L., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (2000). Proximal and distal 
defenses in response to reminders of one’s mortality: Evidence of a temporal sequence. Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 91-99.

Greenberg, J., Porteus, J., Simon, L., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (1995). Evidence of a 
terror management function of cultural icons: Th e eff ects of mortality salience on the inap-
propriate use of cherished cultural symbols. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 
1221-1228.

Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., & Pyszczynski, T. (1997). Terror management theory of self-esteem 
and cultural worldviews: Empirical assessments and conceptual refi nements. Advances in 
Experimental Social Psychology, 29, 61-136.

Greenebaum, J. (2004). It’s a dog’s life: Elevating status from pet to “fur baby” at yappy hour. 
Society & Animals, 12 (2), 117-135.

Hagelin, J., Johansson, B., Hau, J., & Carlsson, H. (2002). Infl uence of pet ownership on opin-
ions toward the use of animals in biomedical research. Anthrozoös, 15, 251-257.

Halloran, M., & Kashima, E. (2004). Social identity and worldview validation: Th e eff ects of 
ingroup identity primes and mortality salience on value endorsement. Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 30, 915-925.

Harmon-Jones, E., Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., & Simon, L. (1996). Th e eff ects of mortality 
salience on intergroup bias between minimal groups. European Journal of Social Psychology, 26, 
677-681.

Harmon-Jones, E., Simon, L., Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., & McGregor, H. 
(1997). Terror management theory and self-esteem: Evidence that increased self-esteem 
reduces mortality salience eff ects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 24-36.

Herzog, H., & Galvin, S. (1997). Common sense and the mental lives of animals: An empirical 
approach. In R. Mitchell, N. Th ompson & H. Miles (Eds.), Anthropomorphism, anecdotes, and 
animals (pp. 237-253). Albany: State University of New York Press.

Hills, A. (1995). Empathy and belief in the mental experiences of animals. Anthrozoös,, 
8, 132-142.

Hirschman, E. (1994). Consumers and their animal companions. Journal of Consumer Research, 
20, 616-632.

Levi-Strauss, C. (1966). Th e savage mind (R. Needham, Trans.). Chicago: Chicago University 
Press.

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0065-2601()29L.61[aid=5228767]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0065-2601()29L.61[aid=5228767]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0892-7936()15L.251[aid=8486561]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()30L.915[aid=8848655]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()30L.915[aid=8848655]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0046-2772()26L.677[aid=2711263]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0046-2772()26L.677[aid=2711263]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-3514()72L.24[aid=1435059]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0892-7936()8L.132[aid=5558685]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0892-7936()8L.132[aid=5558685]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0093-5301()20L.616[aid=6057152]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0093-5301()20L.616[aid=6057152]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0095-8964()21:3L.41[aid=8542863]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0095-8964()21:3L.41[aid=8542863]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-4537()49:1L.87[aid=8675803]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0197-3533()28:2L.131[aid=8675802]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()12:2L.117[aid=8675801]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()27L.1011[aid=8848658]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()31L.1400[aid=8848656]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()31L.1400[aid=8848656]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0096-3445()130L.427[aid=8407554]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0096-3445()130L.427[aid=8407554]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()26L.91[aid=5665396]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()26L.91[aid=5665396]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()21L.1221[aid=2031676]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0146-1672()21L.1221[aid=2031676]


 R. Beatson et al. / Society and Animals 17 (2009) 72-89 89

Mitchell, R., & Hamm, M. (1997). Th e interpretation of animal psychology: Anthropomor-
phism or behavior reading? Behaviour, 134, 173-204.

Murray, M. (2006). Lazarus [1], liminality, and animality: Xenotransplantation, zoonosis, and 
the space and place of humans and animals in later modern society. Mortality, 11, 45-56.

Opotow, S. (1993). Animals and the scope of justice. Journal of Social Issues, 49 (1), 71-85.
Plous, S. (1993). Psychological mechanisms in the human use of animals. Journal of Social Issues, 

49 (1), 11-52.
Richards, P. (1995). Local understandings of primates and evolution: Some Mende beliefs con-

cerning chimpanzees. In R. Corbey & B. Th eunissen (Eds.), Ape, man, apeman (pp. 265-273). 
Leiden: Leiden University.

Risley-Curtiss, C., Holley, L., & Wolf, S. (2006). Th e animal-human bond and ethnic diversity. 
Social Work, 51, 257-268.

Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and adolescent self image. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Rosenblatt, A., Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., Pyszczynski, T., & Lyon, D. (1989). Evidence for 

terror management theory: I. Th e eff ects of mortality salience on reactions to those who vio-
lated or uphold cultural values. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 57, 681-
690.

Stibbe, A. (2001). Language, power and the social construction of animals. Society & Animals, 9, 
145-161.

Th ibault, P., Bourgeois, P., & Hess, U. (2006). Th e eff ect of group identifi cation on emotion 
recognition: Th e case of cats and basketball players. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 
42, 676-683.

Voith, V. (1985). Attachment of people to companion animal. Veterinary Clinics of North Amer-
ica: Small Animal Practice, 15, 289-295.

Vollum, S., Buffi  ngton-Vollum, J., & Longmir, D. (2004). Moral disengagement and attitudes 
about violence toward animals. Society & Animals, 12, 209-235.

Watson, D., Clark, L., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and validation of brief measures of 
positive and negative aff ect: Th e PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 
1063-1070.

Wells, D., & Hepper, P. (1997). Pet ownership and adults views on the use of animals. Society & 
Animals, 5, 45-63.

Appendix

Attitudes toward the Special Treatment of Pets
1. I think pets deserve to be pampered every now and then by going to a pet spa.
2.  I think it is important that pet owners ensure their pet has a wide variety of friends by going 

to pet clubs. 
3.  Pet owners should consider taking their pet to meditation or yoga classes to improve [the 

pet’s] temperament. 
4. I think it is silly to celebrate a pet’s birthday (reversed).

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()9L.145[aid=8848660]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()9L.145[aid=8848660]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-1031()42L.676[aid=8848659]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-1031()42L.676[aid=8848659]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0195-5616()15L.289[aid=2722067]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0195-5616()15L.289[aid=2722067]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()12L.209[aid=7728791]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-3514()54L.1063[aid=19009]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-3514()54L.1063[aid=19009]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()5L.45[aid=1172774]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1063-1119()5L.45[aid=1172774]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-4537()49:1L.71[aid=8675816]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-4537()49:1L.11[aid=8293633]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0022-4537()49:1L.11[aid=8293633]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0037-8046()51L.257[aid=8848661]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1357-6275()11L.45[aid=8848662]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0005-7959()134L.173[aid=953885]

