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Abstract 
 College students (N = 366) judged dog or cat misbehavior (soiling or predation) via question-
naire items. Common factor analysis yielded 3 dimensions of student response: (a) the sinner 
(including the variable of animals’ intention); (b) the sin (including the variable of recommended 
punishment); and (c) mercy (including the variable of recommended forgiveness). Correlations 
among sinner, sin, and mercy factor scores supported predictions from causal attribution theory. 
Nevertheless, cross-tabulation analysis revealed that nearly 90% of all respondents endorsed 
mercy (generally high forgive ratings), regardless of the extent to which the animals were seen as 
sinners (high versus low intent ratings), or evaluations of the level of sin (high versus low punish 
ratings). Absolutely high average mercy scores indicated an animal positivity bias. Results thus 
evoked the adage that “the quality of mercy is not strained.” Th at is, regarding errant companion 
animals, cognitive responses to punish and to forgive are not always mutually exclusive options. 

 Keywords 
 animal positivity bias, cat/dog problem behavior, causal attribution, eye contact, factor analysis, 
forgiveness, guilt, intention, punishment 

  Introduction 

 Traditionally, social-psychological causal attribution theories seek to identify 
the cognitive rules by which ordinary people (observers) reach decisions about 
the causation of the behavior of others—actors—(Hewstone, 1989; Ross & 
Fletcher, 1985). Related theories address basic biases in social perceptions and 
evaluations (Sears, 1983; Lau, Sears, & Centers, 1979). Our project involves 
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both domains. Th e focus of the current investigation is observers’ recommen-
dations of whether an errant companion animal should be punished, or for-
given, or both.  

  Overview 

  Th eory and Prior Research 

 Causal attribution. Generally speaking, if a nonhuman animal-actor’s undesir-
able behavior is attributed to internal, dispositional determinants—as opposed 
to external, situational forces—then the responsible actor should be treated 
accordingly. Typical key terms in such formulations are negative (bad) outcome, 
intent, cause, excuse, guilt, blame, punish, and forgive (Rajecki & Rasmussen, 
1999, Rajecki, Rasmussen, Modlin, & Holder, 1998; Rajecki, Rasmussen, 
Sanders, Modlin, & Holder, 1999). Such studies employed the classic attribu-
tion research paradigm in which social perception processes begin with the 
observation of an action (Jones & Harris, 1967). 

 For example, after reading about a situation in which a dog bit a boy, ques-
tionnaire respondents marked a scale to indicate (a) the extent to which the 
dog’s behavior produced a negative outcome. Respondents also marked other 
scales indicating whether it was reasonable to say that the dog (b) was the 
cause of the outcome, (c) had an excuse for what he did, (d) was guilty of 
producing harm, and (e) should be punished, or (f ) forgiven. Respondents’ 
recommendations that the dog be punished were significantly correlated with 
their responses on theoretically relevant measures: negativity (r = .32), cause 
(r = .47), excuse (r = −.48), guilt (r = .39), and forgive (r =−.33). Th ese positive 
and negative quantitative associations provided support for the proposition 
that people make causal attributions for a dog’s misbehavior (Rajecki et al., 
1999, Experiment 2). Th e extent to which people react to human and animal 
actors with similar cognitive tactics has implications for issues of discipline in 
particular, and theories of anthropomorphism in general. 
 Positivity Bias. Along with the dynamics of attribution processes, another cog-
nitive element plays a role in people’s responses to a companion animal’s 
actions. Previous findings suggested “a general inclination to cast the behavior 
of [a dog] in a good light or to give him the benefit of the doubt. [In other 
words,] all else being equal, human [social] perception tends toward positive 
rather than negative evaluations” (Rajecki et al., 1999, p. 25).

At the time of the original research, this tendency was called a dog-positivity 
bias, as reflected by a correlation (r) of .44 between measures of whether a 
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canine actor was a “good dog” and whether the should be forgiven for biting 
a boy (Rajecki et al, Table 2).  

  Application: A Day in the Life of Jack the Doberman 

 Causal attribution. In a recent magazine article, Cooperman (2006) described 
a day in the life of Jack, his 4-year-old, 115-pound Doberman. Th at morning, 
Jack had severely bitten Cooperman’s wife, Tracy. Th at afternoon, Jack was 
dead, euthanized by lethal injection at a veterinary clinic. Viewing the dog’s 
death as a form of punishment, it is possible to examine the day’s events from 
the perspective of attribution theory. First, the outcome of Jack’s behavior was 
certainly negative: Tracy required treatment in an emergency room. Second, 
Jack was surely the cause of the outcome, and his actions seemed to reveal 
intent: To attack Tracy, he jumped onto the couple’s bed and bit her three 
times. Th ird, there was no apparent excuse for Jack’s aggressiveness: Th e 
Coopermans were clearly devoted dog-caretakers who even had a second com-
panion canine named Ruby. Fourth, Cooperman received grim counsel from 
a veterinarian who concluded that once a Doberman crossed a certain behav-
ioral line there was usually no rehabilitation possible. Th us, the animal was 
viewed as incorrigible, or guilty. Given these circumstances, attribution theory 
would predict that Jack would be punished. 

 However, there were several noteworthy events of the day that occurred 
after the attack and before the euthanasia. During the interval, Cooperman 
took Jack for a long walk, and then a regular ride in the car. Man and dog also 
played with a Frisbee disk, and Jack was allowed to chase squirrels in a park. 
Cooperman tells us that he wanted Jack’s last day to be normal and fun. 
Reviewing the events listed in this paragraph, even though Jack had to be 
punished, the man seems to have forgiven the dog. Th at is, Cooperman appar-
ently did not bear a grudge or harbor resentments against Jack. 
 Positivity bias. Nowhere is Jack accused of being a bad dog. Instead, Cooper-
man (2006) mostly recalls fond memories of the dog, including Jack’s quirks, 
communication skills, and pet name (“my boy”). In one passage, the writer 
admits of being in denial about Jack’s growing aggressiveness over time, noting 
that he and his wife explained away previous incidents of growling and nip-
ping in terms of “moodiness.” Also, Jack’s rigid territoriality, sometimes misdi-
rected at family and friends, was euphemistically said to originate from his 
“command post” on the lawn. Presumably, some of Jack’s faults had been 
viewed through the lens of a dog-positivity bias, which may have contributed 
to the urge to forgive.  
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  Extensions 

 Jack’s story suggests that punishment and forgiveness may not be mutually 
exclusive cognitive responses to companion animal misbehavior. Indeed, 
experimental evidence already indicates that, whereas the two responses are 
negatively correlated as noted previously, some individuals who strongly rec-
ommend punishment may also strongly recommend forgiveness. In Rajecki 
et al. (1999), on a 1-7 scale, the weighted average for punishment recommen-
dations was 4.35, which we take to mean that many respondents wanted to see 
the offending dog pay a price (Table 3). Even so, the average for forgiveness 
recommendations was 5.39, indicating an even stronger trend against contin-
ued resentment. From another approach based on factor analysis, Ben-Michael, 
Korzilius, Felling, and Vossen (2000) reported that—over a wide selection of 
dog problem-behaviors (barking, disobeying, fearfulness, stealing)—owners’ 
self-rated behavioral reactions were aligned along two dimensions. Th e first 
factor was labeled “power assertion” (address severely, demand compliance, 
punish); the second was named “encouraging behavior” (comforting, help) 
(Ben-Michael et al., 2000, Table 5). 

 In combination, insights from Ben-Michael et al. (2000), Cooperman 
(2006), and Rajecki et al. (1999) lead us to speculate that punishment may be 
linked with something akin to “management,” while forgiveness may be linked 
with dictates from “morality.” To investigate these matters further, our aim in 
the current project was to build on the strengths of the Rajecki et al. (1998, 
1999) approach (the dramaturgic questionnaire, and the attribution-based 
rating scale methodology) and certain alternative analytic resources. Here we 
reconsider acts and actors and statistical techniques. 
 Acts and actors. Many types of troublesome behavior on the part of compan-
ion animals fall somewhere below the extreme of aggression toward humans. 
Indeed, in some contexts animal misbehavior is viewed as amusing. We assume 
that to some degree animal mascots or companions are “. . . metaphorical chil-
dren, loved as much for their foibles and mild misbehavior as for the positive 
side of their character” (Tenner, 1998, p. 74). Tenner’s view is borne out with 
reference to popular media. For instance, companion animals’ lovable foibles 
are central features in dog-movie comedies, including Beethoven, K-9, and 
Turner & Hooch (Rajecki, Rasmussen, & Conner, 2000) and cat comedies 
such as Banjo the Woodpile Cat, and Garfield the Movie. Endearing as they might 
be, all dog and cat actors named in this list of films nevertheless faced some 
form of physical punishment, temporary banishment, or permanent relin-
quishment. For our purpose, the experimental depiction of foibles, as opposed 
to dangerous aggression, had the advantage of allowing respondents some lee-
way in the strength of their recommendations for punishment or forgiveness. 
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 Considering another form of behavior, a potentially interesting psychologi-
cal aspect of companion animal misbehavior is the matter of eye contact. Pre-
vious research on humans’ perceptions of the possible shame experienced by 
an aggressive dog or child indicated the usefulness of measures of “want to 
avoid being looked at” and “look the other way” (among others) to establish 
parallels between actors (Rasmussen & Rajecki, 1995). We speculated that 
level of eye contact with an animal might polarize observers’ judgments of its 
unfortunate act, but the direction of possible polarization was an open issue. 
Accordingly, for this study our test materials were designed to systematically 
present conditions of low versus high eye contact. 

 Obviously, dogs and cats are known for their respective types of problem 
behavior, so we included both animals in the current method. We wondered 
whether a “cat-positivity bias” as well as an expected dog-positivity bias would 
emerge. Another reason to depict both a dog and a cat is that common sense 
suggests that existing individual differences among respondents—such as per-
sonal preferences for dogs or cats as companion animals—might systemati-
cally influence perceptions or attributions. But because our experimental 
materials depicted only one behavior per animal—soiling by a dog and inap-
propriate predation by a cat—type of actor was confounded with type of act, 
as is often the case in real life. Accordingly, most of our current crucial statisti-
cal tests did not directly contrast the dog with the cat. Rather, their data were 
used in combination. 
 Statistical techniques. As we suggested previously, one possibility is that 
recommendations of punishment and forgiveness may not be mutually exclu-
sive simply because they might represent different cognitive responses to 
misbehavior (perhaps management vs. morality). Here we followed the statis-
tical lead of Ben-Michael et al. (2000), among others, in that ratings from 
the current array of theory-based attribution items were reduced to a smaller 
number of dimensions by way of factor analysis. Th is statistical approach 
to data reduction and theory building has proved fruitful for other topics, 
such as humans’ ascription of animal thinking (Rasmussen, Rajecki, & Craft, 
1993) and individuals’ emotional attachment to companion animals (John-
son, Garrity, & Stallones, 1992).

Armed with the results of factor analysis, we checked predictions from attri-
bution theory. For this purpose, past research (Rajecki et al., 1998, 1999) 
employed correlational analyses to test predictions so we duly followed this 
precedent. Finally, using a cross-tabulation program, we explicitly compared 
people’s patterns of recommendations of high versus low punishment with 
their recommendations of high versus low forgiveness.   
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  Method 

  A Soiling Dog and a Predatory Cat 

 It happens that companion animal foibles are marketed through direct-mail 
catalogs in the form of novelty items. For this project, we purchased a canine 
statue depicting soiling: Th is was the “naughty papier-mache beagle” offered 
in the Fall 1998 issue of the Celebration Fantastic catalog. We prepared a digi-
tal photo of the dog lifting its leg over a stack of books, as shown in the upper 
part of Figure 1. We also obtained and photographed a feline statue depicting 
inappropriate predation: Th is was the “cat in the fishbowl” offered in the Sum-
mer 1999 issue of Th e Cotton Gin catalog (see the lower left panel in Figure 1). 
We chose the two statues because popular catalogs frequently offer such unam-
biguous images as typical of the animals in question, and the convenience and 
ease of photographing inanimate objects as opposed to live animals. 

  Low and High Eye Contact 

 In connection with the matter of eye contact noted in the Introduction, our 
research materials addressed the issue of whether an animal who “looked the 
other way” (or not) might influence observers’ responses to its foible. Addi-
tional photos of the dog and the cat were prepared that showed a statue’s head 
either in a profile view (low eye contact), or a front view (high eye contact). 
Th e lower right section of Figure 1 shows the high eye contact depiction of the 
cat; the low eye contact version was essentially a close-up of the head in the 
side view shown lower left in Figure 1. Equivalent pictures were employed for 
the dog. An animal’s full-figure and close-up pictures were presented on appro-
priate pages of a test booklet as described below.  

  Test Booklets 

 Four color-coded versions of test booklets were employed, based on the vari-
ables of animal type (dog, cat) and eye contact (low, high). Th e first page of a 
five-page booklet contained statements about participants’ informed consent 
and the protection of their anonymity. In appropriate blanks, respondents 
indicated own biological sex. Th ey next made a forced choice from one of 
three options: (a) “I would prefer to have a cat for a pet,” (b) “I would prefer 
to have a dog for a pet,” or (c) “I would prefer to have no pet.” Th e second 
page described the booklet’s bipolar scale endpoints, and provided examples of 
how to mark scales. 

 Page three of a booklet introduced the general experimental scenario by 
giving information about a commonplace set of circumstances and a pattern 

SOAN 15,4_f2_311-328.indd   316SOAN 15,4_f2_311-328.indd   316 10/23/07   9:33:48 AM10/23/07   9:33:48 AM



 D. W. Rajecki et al. / Society and Animals 15 (2007) 311-328 317

of behavior. When composing the following scenario, we attempted to pro-
vide the respondent with a tone or an atmosphere compatible with direct-mail 
catalog writing styles. Words and phrases were adopted from Ducks Unlimited, 
Miles Kimball, and Williams-Sonoma catalogs, among others. 

 Situation. A young married couple, Mr. and Mrs. B, had a pet named Cat [Dog] B. 
Recently, Mr. and Mrs. B enjoyed an opportunity to spend a weekend with relatives 
who lived in a distant city. Because the couple did not like the idea of boarding Cat 
[Dog] B in a kennel, they decided to bring their pet along on the visit. Th e trip by car 
was uneventful. When the B family arrived, they were greeted warmly by their rela-
tives. Everyone looked forward to having a good time. But then something happened. 
Who knows whether it was the long car drive, or the unfamiliar circumstances? For 
some reason, Cat [(Dog] B behaved in a manner that was characteristic of cats [dogs]. 

Figure 1. Photographs of Dog B and Cat B from respective high-eye-contact 
and low-eye-contact test booklets.
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 Behavior. Cat [Dog] B displayed a forgotten lesson in behavior. Th e pet’s antics 
were seen by everyone; it was simply doing what cats [dogs] do best. Th e all-too-
familiar pose could mean that Cat [Dog] B was engaging in mischief, or being frisky. 
Th e naughty scalawag made a true-to-form impression. For a look at just what 
Cat [Dog] B did, please see the photo on the next page. 

 A booklet’s fourth page presented either the full-body picture of the dog statue 
shown in the upper part of Figure 1, or the cat statue shown in the lower left 
of the figure. Beneath the photo the instructions read: “Now, regarding Cat 
[Dog] B’s behavior as seen in the photo, please use the scale below to indicate 
your judgment of whether it was positive (good) or negative (bad).”   A seven-
interval scale (scored 1-7) having those endpoints was provided, which was 
later coded so that 7 reflected the “positive” pole. 

 Finally, the fifth booklet page presented either the high or low-eye-contact 
images described earlier, along with a caption: “Th is is Cat [Dog] B five min-
utes later.” Th irteen scale items adapted from Rajecki et al. (1999) were pre-
sented below the picture. A single stem near the top of the series read: “Is it 
reasonable to say that Cat [Dog] B. . . .” Th en individual items appeared in the 
following order: 

  1. was the cause of any harm? 
  2. should have been judged guilty of any harm? 
  3. would feel sorry about what happened? 
  4. intended to bring about harm? 
  5. had an excuse for what happened? 
  6. should be punished for what happened? 
  7. had justification for doing what it did? 
  8. is likeable? 
  9. meant to bring about harm? 
 10. should be forgiven for what happened? 
 11. should have been blamed for what it did? 
 12. is a “good cat” (dog)? 
 13. was the creator of harm?  

 Each item was accompanied by a seven-interval scale (scored 1-7) having 
bipolar endpoints of “reasonable” and “unreasonable.” Endpoints were reversed 
on several of the items, and these were later transformed so that a value of 7 
always reflected the “reasonable” pole. Like the Rajecki et al. (1999) study, 
some of the scales were combined (averaged) for the sake of multiple measure-
ment. Following the lead of the earlier article, the resulting nine (9) measures 
were—in alphabetical order—behavior (as positive), cause/creator, excuse/justify, 
forgive, good/likeable, guilt/blame, intent/meant, punish, and sorry. For certain 
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analyses that follow, ad hoc “low” scores were defined as falling at or below 
the scale mathematical midpoint (1-4) and “high” scores as above the mid-
point (> 4). 

 Th e four booklet types were evenly alternated in a single stack and were 
handed out to respondents at test sites in that fixed order. Th is procedure 
accomplished essentially random assignment of respondents to booklet types 
and yielded approximately the same sample size and gender composition 
across four cells based on species type and level of eye contact.  

  Respondents 

 Convenience samples were obtained from undergraduate classes at campuses 
of a Midwestern urban university. Returned questionnaires containing miss-
ing data were set aside. Final sample sizes in the four groupings defined by 
animal type and level of eye contact ranged from 89 to 94, with totals of 
180 dog and 186 cat instruments. Overall, 83 men and 283 women were 
involved. Th e disparity in numbers of women and men in our convenience 
samples is due to general demographic trends in higher education.   

  Results 

 Th e questionnaire procedure yielded large amounts of information along vari-
ous lines of interest. For the sake of clarity and comprehension, we treat par-
ticular findings in separate sections of the Results. 

  Animal Preference and Positivity Bias 

 Overall, many respondents preferred a companion dog (57.9%, here nicknamed 
“dog people”). Others preferred a cat (28.4%, here nicknamed “cat people”), 
and the remaining 13.7% preferred neither. Gender had a significant influence, 
with relatively more frequent preferences for a dog among men (72.3%) com-
pared with women (53.7%) and more frequent preferences for a cat among 
women (33.2%) compared with men (12.1%), x 2(2, N = 366) = 14.26, p < .01. 

 Setting aside gender for the moment, among respondents who expressed 
some preference, such preferences were related to a species-positivity bias. 
Considering responses to only the good/likeable measure, in a 2 X 2 analysis of 
variance, Dog B received somewhat higher ratings from dog people (5.27) 
compared with cat people (4.81) whereas the reverse was true for Cat B (4.96 
and 5.31, respectively), F(1, 312) = 7.80, p < .01. Importantly, however, note 
that all four means reported in this statement are quite high. Th at is, regardless 
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of any other biases, a clear majority of dog people (64.9%) gave Cat B high 
good/likeable ratings (i.e., > 4) and a majority of cat people (55.8%) gave Dog 
B high good/likeable ratings. In other words, over and above a species-positivity 
bias, there was a general animal-positivity bias with roughly comparable judg-
ments about the cat and dog.  

  Data Reduction and Factor Structure 

 Shared levels of means. Nine measures were available from the various ques-
tionnaire items. Given the distinctions between both actors and acts, it would 
not be surprising to find differences in at least some dog/cat pairs of means 
(but not others), as seen in three examples. On the one hand, for the behavior 
measure, similar averages emerged for Dog B (M = 3.14, SD = 1.44) and Cat 
B (M = 3.24, SD = 1.48), t(364) = 0.68, ns. On the other hand, for the excuse/
justify measure there was a difference between dog (M = 4.79, SD = 1.52) and 
cat (M = 4.22, SD = 1.50), t(364) = 3.63, p < .01; as well as for the forgive 
measure (dog M = 6.17, SD = 1.22; cat M = 5.87, SD = 1.32), t(364) = 2.23, 
p < .03. 

 To us, more noteworthy than scattered contrasts were the shared levels of 
means seen in the preceding examples (i.e., 3.14 and 3.24, versus 4.79 and 
4.22, versus 6.17 and 5.87). When all nine measure were included in the 
comparison, a reliable statistical association between dog and cat averages 
emerged, r(9) = .80, p < .05. Th at is, in terms of overall shared levels of means, 
there were roughly comparable judgments about the cat and dog. 
 Common factor analysis. Accordingly, to obtain the broadest possible picture 
based on all available data, the dog and cat databases were combined and 
entered into a common factor analysis. Using the SPSS 12.0 program we car-
ried out a principal component analysis using varimax rotation with Kaiser 
normalization. We specified the program default setting of an eigenvalue 
greater than 1 to select the maximum number of factors, with loadings less 
than .50 suppressed. Th e resulting three-factor solution is given in Table 1. 
Th e measures of intent/meant and cause/creator loaded exclusively on the first 
factor, behavior (positivity), punish, and guilt/blame loaded exclusively (or 
highest) on the second factor, and good/likeable and forgive loaded exclusively 
on the third factor. Excuse/justify and sorry loaded on none of the factors in 
Table 1 and are hereafter dropped from this report. 

    Th ere is a tradition of assigning intuitively-appealing labels to factors sim-
ply as mnemonics. In that spirit, we labeled Factor 1 “sinner,” Factor 2 “sin,” 
and Factor 3 “mercy.” Entries in Table 1 are correlations of the scores from the 
empirical measures with the hypothetical factors generated by the statistical 
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program. From one perspective, the sinner, sin, and mercy dimensions amount 
to three levels of a repeated-measures variable. 

 Th e pattern of common factor loadings in Table 1 provides support for the 
idea that recommendations of punishment and forgiveness may not be mutu-
ally exclusive, simply because they load on different statistical dimensions. 
With reference to Table 1, when punishment is at issue, respondents presum-
ably have in mind the sin dimension, or perhaps the need to manage the 
problem. When forgiveness is at issue, respondents presumably have in mind 
the mercy dimension, or perhaps the demands of morality. 
 Sinner, sin, and mercy means. Factor-level scores were created by averaging the 
366 scale ratings of intent/meant plus cause/creator (the sinner); behavior plus 
punish plus guilt/blame (the sin); and good/likeable plus forgive (mercy). Because 
of its negative loading shown in Table 1, behavior was reverse-scored for this 
analysis. 

 To examine relationships among the sinner, sin, and mercy dimensions and 
certain other variables, we entered factor-level scores in a 2 X 2 (X 3) analysis 
of variance. In statistical parlance, the respective between-subjects variables 
were men/women and low/high eye contact; the within-subjects (repeated 
measures) variable included the sinner/sin/mercy dimensions. Cell sizes ranged 
from 40 to 145. 

 Th ere were two significant effects from the analysis. First, as shown in the 
Row column in Table 2, a main effect emerged for the factors themselves, with 
the lowest mean for sinner, an intermediate mean for sin, and the highest 

 Table 1. Common Factor Loadings for the Dog and Cat 

   Factor   

  Measure  1: Sinner  2: Sin  3: Mercy   

   Intent/meant  .78      
  Cause/creator  .72      
  Behavior (as positive)   −.78     
  Punish  .72      
  Guilt/blame  .54  .58    
  Forgive        .81
  Good/likable     .80

     Note. Loadings less than .50 are not shown. Measures are listed in descending 
order of factor loadings. 
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mean for mercy, F(2, 724) = 238.64, p < .01. Second, as shown in the Men 
and Women columns in Table 2, there was an interaction between factor and 
gender, F(2, 724) = 7.34, p < .01. Compared with men, women assigned 
somewhat lower mean scores to the sinner and sin dimensions, and a some-
what higher mean score to the mercy dimension. Even so, the ascending order 
of means is the same in all three columns in Table 2, and the quite high levels 
of mercy ratings (i.e., Row M = 5.58 on a 1-7 scale) are another indication of 
an animal-positivity bias. 

   
 Table 2. Means (and Standard Deviations) of Sinner, Sin, and Mercy 

Factor Scores by Men and Women Respondents 

 Men     Women   Row

  Factor  M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD)   
   Sinner  3.06 (1.42)  2.87 (1.42)  2.91 (1.42)  
  Sin  4.12 (1.34)  3.95 (1.33)  3.99 (1.32)  
  Mercy  5.12 (1.07)  5.71 (1.00)  5.58 (1.04)

     Note. For men n = 83. For women n = 283. 

 For the record, level of eye contact produced no significant effects. For exam-
ple, a simple-effects test based on sin factor scores revealed that the means for 
low eye contact (3.94, SD = 1.36) versus high eye contact (4.05, SD = 1.30) 
did not reliably differ, t(364) = −0.80, ns. Th erefore, eye contact as a variable 
is hereafter dropped from consideration. 
 Tests of predictions from attribution theory. Th e statistical interaction between 
men and women respondents and the sinner/sin/mercy dimensions shown in 
Table 2 can be taken as preliminary support for predictions from attribution 
theory. Roughly speaking, men’s higher sinner and sin means predicted a lower 
mercy mean, and vice versa for women. A more precise test of the theory 
comes from a comparison of sinner, sin, and mercy scores based on individu-
als’ scores. For men and women separately, Table 3 shows the intercorrelation 
matrixes for the three dimensions. Th e resulting patterns are the same for both 
sexes: the more responsible the sinner, the more grievous the sin (positive rs of 
.34 and .37); the more responsible the sinner the less inclination toward mercy 
(negative rs of −.30 and −.26); and the more grievous the sin, the less inclina-
tion toward mercy (negative rs of −.47 and −.23). Th us Table 3 provides more 
support for predictions from attribution theory. 
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 Table 3. Intercorrelation Matrixes of Sinner, Sin, and Mercy Factor 
Scores by Men and Women Respondents 

Respondents   Variables  A  B  C   

   Men       
      A. Sinner scores  –  .34**  −.30**  
      B. Sin scores   –  −.47**   
      C. Mercy scores     –   
  Women       
      A. Sinner scores  –  .37**  −.26**  
      B. Sin scores   –     −.23**
      C. Mercy scores     –

     Note. For men df = 83. For women df = 283. 
 **p < .01.  

  Cross-Tabulation Analyses: Sinner, Sin, and Mercy in Parallel 

 Attributional tendencies notwithstanding, we employed cross-tabulation pro-
cedures as direct tests of the proposition that people can express sinner, sin, 
and mercy opinions in parallel. Th at is, consistent with the animal-positivity 
bias, judgments of sinner and mercy, or sin and mercy, are not always mutu-
ally exclusive. On our ad hoc basis, we classified respondents in terms of their 
levels of the three types of factor scores: those who gave “low” ratings at the 
scale mathematical midpoint or lower (1-4), and those who gave “high” rat-
ings above the scale mathematical midpoint (> 4). 

 For a first analysis using all 366 respondents, we identified 302 individuals 
who fell in the category of having provided relatively low sinner scores (1-4), 
while the remaining 64 fell in the high-sinner-score category (> 4). Th e ques-
tion was whether membership in these two categories would be predictive of 
how many people would give low or high mercy scores. Th e answer is that 
such membership did not predict different trends in what percentage of people 
would give high mercy scores. Separate binomial test results in the upper panel 
of Table 4 show that most respondents in both the low and high sinner-score 
categories provided high mercy scores. 

  For a second analysis, again using all 366 respondents, we identified 197 
individuals who fell in the category of having provided low sin scores, while 
the remaining 169 fell in the high-sin-score category. As in the preceding anal-
ysis, it turned out that membership in these two categories was not predictive 
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of different trends in mercy ratings. Binomial test results in the lower panel of 
Table 4 show that most respondents in both the low and high sin-score catego-
ries provided high mercy scores. 

 In sum, rows in Table 4 indicate that, regardless of low or high sinner or sin 
ratings, the vast majority of respondents gave high mercy ratings. Within the 
several rows, these majorities ranged from 84.0% to 92.4%, with an overall 
average of 88.5%, z = 14.68, p < .01. Th at is, in our terminology, neither high 
sinner nor high sin judgments precluded recommendations for mercy. 
 Punish and forgive cross-tabulations. For additional information, we con-
ducted supplemental cross-tabulations of ad hoc low and high scores using 
only the original measures of punish and forgive. For men and women consid-
ered separately, results were the same. Regardless of rated level of punish, a 
majority of men and women (ranging from 69.1% to 92.1%) gave high rat-
ings of forgive. Overall, approximately 86% of the 366 respondents gave strong 
recommendations for forgiveness. Th at is, recommendations of punishment 
did not preclude recommendations of forgiveness.   

  Discussion 

  Factor Analysis 

 Th e emergence of three factors—labeled the sinner, the sin, and mercy in 
Table 1 indicate dimensions in respondents’ cognitive responses to dog and 

 Table 4. Cross-tabulations of Numbers of Respondents Who Provided 
Low or High Sinner, Sin, and Mercy Factor Scores 

Mercy scores 

 Factor  Low  High  Row z scores   
   Sinner scores        
   Low  31  271  z = 13.75**  
   High  11  53  z = 5.13**  
  Sin scores        
   Low  15  182  z = 11.82**  
   High  27  142  z = 8.77**

     Note. Scale range was 1-7. Ad hoc low scores were defined as 1-4 and high scores 
as greater than 4. All 366 respondents are represented in both the Sinner and Sin 
panels. 
 **p < .01. 
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cat problem behavior. Of course, any given factor structure is a consequence 
of the methodology on which it is based. Compared with our approach, a 
study that employed different actors and acts, questionnaire items, and statis-
tical specifi cations could reveal some other structure. However, alternative fac-
tor analyses of the current data revealed consistent patterns. When we actively 
specified a common two-factor solution, the sin and mercy sets of variables 
again loaded on different factors, which was also the outcome when we 
specified a four-factor solution. 

 Th e current factor-level means evince fairly clear trends in people’s reactions 
to the forms of cat and dog misbehavior presented in Figure 1. Th e quite high 
scores in the Mercy row in Table 2 indicate that most individuals expressed a 
marked positivity bias ( good/likeable) in conjunction with leanings toward 
leniency ( forgive). Next in magnitude are the intermediate means in the Sin 
row, which indicate that many respondents felt something undesirable had 
occurred (behavior (as negative here) and guilt/blame) and that something 
should be done about it (punish). Finally, the quite low scores in the Sinner 
row indicate judgments of either a low level of animal mentality or malice 
(intent/meant) or that what happened may have been accidental (cause/
creator). Taken together, the means in Table 2 suggest a rough cognitive map 
of the human social psychology of companion animal foibles.  

  Correlation 

 Th e positive and negative intercorrelations among factor-level scores shown in 
Table 3 provide support for predictions from causal attribution theory. Per-
ceptions of the sinner’s responsibility (intent, causation) were positively associ-
ated with judgments of its sin (guilt, punishment), which in turn were 
negatively related to extensions of mercy (good dog/cat, forgiveness). 

 Upon reflection, some of the dog/cat similarities in the current attribu-
tional analyses could be due to a certain overlap in their depicted behavior. 
Th at is, the canine and feline episodes were both connected with the behav-
ioral biology of nutrition: Namely, ingestion on the part of a cat and elimina-
tion on the part of a dog. We can imagine that stronger species differences 
could occur in future experimentation that involved, say, a cat stalking a song-
bird versus a dog scent-marking a fireplug. Research that adequately compares 
animal actors and acts in an attributional framework is needed.  

  Cross-Tabulation 

 Attribution dynamics notwithstanding, the emergence of the separable dimen-
sions of sin and mercy (Table 1) is consistent with the observation that many 
respondents recommend in parallel that mischievous companion animals 
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should be punished and forgiven. Th e lower two rows in Table 4 provide evi-
dence that the recommendations of punishment (i.e., high sin scores) and 
forgiveness (i.e., high mercy scores) could occur together. Indeed, in each line 
in the table, respondents showed strong trends toward recommendations of 
mercy. As noted previously, approximately 86% of the 366 respondents gave 
strong recommendations for forgiveness (i.e., markings > 4 on the forgive 
item), a trend that generally held for groups which either did or did not rec-
ommend punishment.  

  Summary Observation 

 Converging results from this study indicate that in the domain of companion 
animal mischief, cognitions about the options of punishment and forgiveness 
can occur in parallel. Statistical analyses showed that whereas attributional 
dynamics were in evidence, there was also a detectable positivity bias. Th e 
influence of these theoretically separable processes presumably underlies the 
obtained factor structure characterized by the labels of sinner, sin, and mercy. 
If it is indeed the case that sinner, sin, and mercy represent distinctive dimen-
sions in the social psychology of human/companion animal interactions, then 
the findings of this project bring to mind two adages: 

1. Hate the sin but love the sinner. 
 2. The quality of mercy is not strained.    

  Postscript 

  Lewis the Cat Saved 

 Earlier in this article, we recounted a day in the life of Jack the Doberman, 
a dog who was both punished and forgiven for its misbehavior. It is instruc-
tive to close with a related report about Lewis, a black-and-white Fairfield, 
Connecticut house cat. Lewis recently gained national attention having phys-
ically attacked several neighbor women and an Avon Lady. Local authorities 
charged Lewis’ caretaker—Ruth Cisero—with second degree reckless endan-
germent, initially offering her probation on the condition that Lewis be 
euthanized (Brophy, 2006; “Lewis,” 2006). Some bloggers and other com-
mentators registered their disapproval of Lewis’ actions with statements 
such as “I’m from South Jersey, so I don’t take any crap from a cat,” and “If any 
pet that I did not know tried to use me as a chew toy, scratch post, etc . . . I feel 
I would set the world record for longest animal punt.” 
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 Nevertheless, the cat’s plight inspired many individuals to campaign to save 
Lewis. Internet postings included frequent positive sentiments such as “Good 
luck Lewis . . . You look like such a sweet cat. . . .,” and “Th e people who have 
been attacked probably have it coming. Th at cat is my new hero.” Hundreds 
of Save Lewis T-shirts were sold (“Save Lewis,” 2006), and an online, save-
Lewis petition drew over 3,400 signatures (Krujaik, 2006). 

 Perhaps the pro-Lewis campaign was a success, because on June 20, 2006, 
a Connecticut state judge spared Lewis’ life, thus in our terms the animal was 
forgiven. However, the judge sentenced the tomcat to permanent house arrest, 
thus in our terms the animal was also punished (Eaton-Robb, 2006). (Note 
that if the attack cat does manage to get outside someday, Ms. Cisero—who 
was placed on probation—faces up to six months in prison, and Lewis would 
be placed in the hands of animal control officers.) But . . . so far, so good. For 
now, at least, Lewis’ case fits the recommendation to hate the sin but love 
the sinner.   
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