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Abstract

countries and rural regions.

Background: The dog has been man’s best companion since ancient times. And, dog ownership is associated with
improved physical activity and cardiovascular health. We aim to explore the experience of dog owners on dog owner-
ship and its effects on personal and family health in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka. Such studies are scarce in developing

Methods: A qualitative study was conducted using in-depth interviews with dog owners in the Anuradhapura dis-
trict, Sri Lanka. Interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed and thematic analysis was performed.

Results: The study findings were reported under the themes of experience of dog owners, pet dogs for children,
village dogs as pets, the role of pet dogs in personal and family health, and participants'advice on dog ownership.
Participants highlighted companionship as a positive aspect of pet dogs. However, expenses and reduced travel were
the concerns of dog ownership. A child’s preference was important in owning a pet dog. Also, participants were will-
ing to adopt the village dogs. Further, they perceived stress reduction and mental satisfaction when interacting with
their pet dogs. Moreover, participants seldom experienced major health risks from their pet dogs.

Conclusions: Human-dog interaction seems to improve the participants'mental well-being, and future research
should focus on its possible consequences. Further, the village dogs were adopted as pets. Guided promotion of such
activities could ease concerns related to village dogs in developing and rural regions.

Keywords: Child’s preference, Dog companionship, Mental satisfaction, Pet dog, Stress reduction, Village dog

Background

Pets are considered valued family members [1] and are
known to influence families throughout life [2]. Also, pet
ownership is associated with human physiological, psy-
chological, and social benefits [3]. Further, experimental
studies provide evidence for human physical health ben-
efits from human-animal interaction [4, 5]. Moreover, pet
companionship and socialization improve human mental

*Correspondence: drathish@med.rjt.aclk

! Department of Veterinary Pathobiology, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine
and Animal Science, University of Peradeniya, Peradeniya, Sri Lanka
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

B BMC

health [6]. Nevertheless, pet ownership may carry health
risks for humans including injuries, zoonosis, and grief
following a pet’s death [7, 8]. Since ancient times, dogs
have been man’s best companions [9].

’One health’ concept identifies the human-animal bond
as a way to improve mental well-being [10]. Dog owner-
ship is associated with positive health benefits [11, 12].
Evidence suggests that dog ownership improves physi-
cal activity and cardiovascular health [13-16]. Dog own-
ers who regularly walked their dogs had a lower chance
of self-reported diabetes, hypertension, and hypercho-
lesterolemia compared to non-dog owners [17]. Also,
social support via pet ownership reduced blood pressure
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response to mental stress [18]. A study among chil-
dren aged 5 to 17 years has shown that pet ownership
reduces the chance of hypertension [19]. Also, a study
among youths between 9 and 19 years with type 1 dia-
betes showed that children caring for pets at home are
more likely to have control over their glycemic levels than
children who do not care for a pet [20]. Further, pet own-
ership showed lower serum triglycerides [21] and low-
density lipoprotein cholesterol [22]. Yet, dog owners tend
to delay their medical care due to their pets [23].

Thus, it is essential to have background information
on the effects of a pet dog on personal and family health
to implement one health via human-animal interaction.
Most of the studies on the above concept are reported
from the Global North. Studies from developing coun-
tries and rural regions are scarce. Such findings are
essential to evaluate and implement future strategies on
human health benefits from human-dog interaction in
those regions. Hence, we aim to explore the experience of
dog owners on dog ownership and its effects on personal
and family health in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka.

Methods

Study design, setting, and population

To achieve the study objective, a descriptive phenomeno-
logical qualitative study design using in-depth interviews
with dog owners was conducted. Further, the interaction
between the owner and the dog was observed during the
interview. The above design helps to understand the sub-
jective experience and it is commonly used to describe
the lived experience of individuals in social and health
sciences-related qualitative research. However, the data
collection and analysis are time-consuming and labo-
rious. And, the results require interpretation without
researcher bias [24, 25]. The study was conducted in the
Anuradhapura district, a rural [26], agrarian [27] district
that is the largest by surface area in Sri Lanka. The dwell-
ers of the district during the study period were consid-
ered the study population.

Selection criteria and sampling method

Dog owners aged >40 to <65 years, permanently resid-
ing in Anuradhapura district for>5 years, owning <3
dogs, and did not own any other pet animal for the last
1 year were recruited as participants. The above group
of dog owners was selected as they are ideal informants
to interview about the effects of a pet dog on personal
and family health. The experience gained by the investi-
gators during a previous project conducted in Anurad-
hapura, Sri Lanka, on the prevalence of pet ownership
was used to recruit the first participant [28]. The next
wave of participants was formed using the snowball sam-
pling method to locate information-rich key participants.
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Data collection was continued until data saturation was
achieved in the last three interviews. Interested partici-
pants discussed the study with the principal investigator
(first author) over the phone before fixing a time for an
interview. The approach was adopted to suit the present
study from previously published similar literature [29].

Study instruments

Following basic demographic data were collected: divi-
sional secretariat (DS) division, owner’s gender, owner’s
age in years, owner’s occupation (employed/unemployed/
retired), responsibility for pet care (individual/shared),
number of dogs owned, dog breed and dog gender. An
interviewer guide (Table 1) was developed according to
previously published similar literature [29] and stand-
ard guidelines [30]. The guide for the in-depth interview
consisted of open-ended questions regarding the experi-
ence of dog owners on dog ownership and its effects on
personal and family health. The guide was developed in
Sinhala as the high majority of the target population is
Sinhalese and the in-depth interviews were conducted in
Sinhala. The study instruments were pilot tested on three
individuals from different households.

Data collection

Data collection was conducted from November 2021 to
January 2022. The interviews were conducted at a con-
venient time for the participant at his / her private resi-
dence, allowing the pet dog to be present during the
interview. Information about the study was explained
by the principal investigator (first author) and informed
written consent was obtained before the commence-
ment of each interview. The interview was conducted in
the Sinhala language for 20 to 30 min duration and was
audiotaped with permission. An interviewer (principal
investigator) and a trained note keeper were present dur-
ing the interview. At the end of the interview, respondent
validation was achieved by discussing and finalizing the
collected information. Training, in-depth interviews and
data documentation were done according to standard
guidelines [30].

Data description and analysis

Audiotapes of each interview were transcribed and typed
into a Microsoft Excel sheet by the principal investi-
gator (first author). Backup copies of audiotapes were
securely stored in a separate folder. Field notes and
notes on observations for the interaction between the
owner and the dog during the interview were typed up
and added to the same sheet. Backup copies of tran-
scripts were securely stored in a separate folder. Demo-
graphic data were presented as percentages and thematic
analysis was performed manually by pile sorting for the
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Table 1 The interviewer guide for the in-depth interviews
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No

Item

Open-ended questions

o N Oy AN —

9

What are your reasons for owning a pet dog?

How do you feel now about owning a pet dog?

What are the positive aspects of owning a pet dog?

What are the negative aspects of owning a pet dog?

What are your general thoughts on owning a pet dog?

What are the health benefits of your pet dog?

What are the health risks of your pet dog?

What is your prior knowledge of the effect of a pet dog on health?
Do you have any other special messages?

Observations on the interaction between the owner and the dog during the interview

1

o N OO L AWoN

Interaction and gestures between the owner and dog
Physical space between the owner and dog

Owner's expression when he/she refers to the pet dog
Owner's expression when the pet dog is physically present
Dog’s expression when the owner refers to the pet dog
Dog's expression when the owner is physically present
Level of attention received by the dog from the owner
Level of attention received by the owner from the dog

transcribed recordings. Each transcript was coded by two
investigators independently then discussed similarities
and differences in coding to form the code list. We aimed
to utilize the diverse perspectives of the two independ-
ent coders and discover new codes. The final codes were
categorised into themes. Participants were contacted
over the phone to discuss themes derived from the data.
Security and confidentiality of data were maintained at
all times. All relevant files were stored in a password-
protected computer. Field notes and notes on participant
observations were protected under lock and key. Data
transcription of recordings, data organization, and data
storage were done according to standard guidelines [30].

Results

Demographic data

A total of 26 pet dog owners were approached and data
from 24 participants were collected (92.3%). Two own-
ers refused participation as they were busy with their
day-to-day activities. The mean age of the participants
was 51.6 (SD 6.7) years. Most were females (54.2%—
13/24), unemployed or retired (62.5%—15/24), from
Nuwaragampalatha Central DS division (37.5%—9/24)
(Fig. 1), sharing responsibility for pet care (87.5%—
21/24), and having only one pet dog (50%—12/24). The
participants owned a total of 40 pet dogs out of which
57.5% (23/40) were female dogs and 42.5% (17/40) were
male dogs. The most common pet dog breeds were the

village dog (22.5%—9/40), and the German Shepherd
(22.5%—9/40) (Fig. 2). Demographic data are summa-
rized in Table 2. Five themes emerged from the expe-
rience of dog owners on dog ownership and its effects
on personal and family health. The final codes and the
categorized themes are shown in Table 3.

Observations on the interaction between the owner

and the dog during the interview

The participants had verbal and non-verbal communi-
cation and close interaction with their pet dogs. Par-
ticipant U called her dog by name and gestured to hold
her hand. The dog obliged and held her arm. Both were
in a playful mood during the interview. Also, the par-
ticipants were proud when they referred to their pet
dogs. Participant I had a father-like attitude towards
his pet dog. He was proud when he referred to his dog
and was stroking the pet dog with love and care when
the dog was physically present. The pet dogs had a wide
range of expressions like attentive, docile obedient and
playful when the owner referred to the pet dog. Also,
pet dogs had a wide range of expressions like adorable,
agile, exuberant, playful, protective and tail-wagging
when the owner was physically present. Thus, the par-
ticipants had an excellent level of attention towards
their pet dogs and received an excellent level of atten-
tion from their pet dogs. Images of the pet dogs pro-
vided by a few participants are shown in Fig. 3.
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12.5% (n =

Fig. 1 The map showing the divisional secretariat (DS) divisions of Anuradhapura district of Sri Lanka where the participants resided and the
number of participants selected with percentages
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Table 2 Summary of participants'demographic details

Participant Owner’s Owner’sage Owner’s occupation Responsibility No of dogs Dog breed Dog gender

code gender for pet care

A F 44 Unemployed Individual 1 Cocker Spaniel M

B F 55 Unemployed Shared 2 A—Labrador Retriever, B—Pomeranian M, F

C F 40 Unemployed Individual 2 A—Rottweiler, B—Pomeranian M, M

D M 61 Retired Individual 3 Village dogs FFF

E M 47 Employed Shared 1 Village dog M

F M 52 Employed Shared 1 German Shepherd F

G M 58 Employed Shared 1 German Shepherd F

H F 55 Unemployed Shared 2 A—German Shepherd, B—Pomeranian M, M

I M 53 Retired Shared 1 German Shepherd F

J F 50 Retired Shared 1 Labrador Retriever F

K M 60 Employed Shared 1 German Shepherd M

L F 50 Unemployed Shared 1 Village dog M

M F 43 Unemployed Shared 2 Village dogs FF

N M 60 Retired Shared 1 Dalmatian M

@) F 60 Retired Shared 1 Village dog F

p M 49 Retired Shared 2 German Shepherds M, F

Q F 54 Unemployed Shared 2 A—Ridgeback, B—Village dog M, F

R F 42 Employed Shared 2 A—Japanese Spitz, B—Pomeranian M, M

S M 51 Employed Shared 3 Rottweilers M, F F

T F 49 Unemployed Shared 1 Rottweiler F

U F 40 Employed Shared 1 Rottweiler M

V M 55 Employed Shared 3 A—Rottweiler, B—German Shepherd, FFF
C—Pomeranian

W M 62 Employed Shared 2 Labrador retrievers FM

X F 49 Retired Shared 3 A—German Shepherd, B—Rottweiler, FFF

C—Pomeranian

M Male, F Female

Experience of dog owners

Participants highlighted petting and companionship as
positive aspects of pet dogs. Participant J informs “he is
a pet and a family member”. Also, participants felt happy
and loved owning a pet dog. Participant B says T love it. I
can take care of even one or two more. I like to bathe and
powder them. It is a different world to be with them. I love
what they do. When we call by name, they recognize, get
up and come to us” Participant L notes “he is obedient
like a child and listens to what we say” and participant C
emphasized that “I could wait without seeing my children,
but I cannot wait without seeing them (pet dogs)”. Fur-
ther, participant R elaborated “They benefit more than my
children. When travelling by car they are in the front seat.
They sleep in the best place. While we are eating have to
share with them’.

Feeling secure is an important aspect highlighted by
participants. Participant M says “(They were) brought for
security and to pet. I like to look after them”. And, partici-
pant A said that “due to his (pet dog’s) aggression, usually
people do not come without calling. Therefore, I think he is

good to be there”. And, participant M added that pet dogs
are “good for security. Even if a snake enters, they bark”.
Moreover, participant S showed his feelings as “really
happy. They (pet dogs) show more gratitude than a human
being”. Also, participant I mentioned, “when we place a
baby on the cradle, she (pet dog) sits beside and does not
let anyone go near. When the baby cries, she comes to tell
us”. And he continues to praise his dog “If we go to the
lake to bathe, she will not allow us to go deep into the
water. She hangs by our hand until we come up”. Further,
participant R narrates “if we send the driver home to col-
lect something, he (pet dog) will not let the driver in when
we are not there. But, via the speaker on the phone, if he
was told to allow the driver in, he would step aside and
do so”. However, participant C says ‘as they were brought
up as pets, nothing can be expected on security. Recently
there was a house burglary while these two were inside the
house. Someone whom we knew had come during the day.
They do not bark at known individuals”.

Participants have highlighted expense and reduced
travel as negative aspects of owning a pet dog. Participant
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Table 3 Themes and codes
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No Themes

Codes

1 Experience of dog owners

2 Pet dogs for children

3 Village dogs as pets

4 The role of pet dogs in personal and family health

5 Participants’advice on dog ownership

Companion

Sense of security

Expenses

Reduced travel

Difficulty in keeping the residence clean
Reduced transactions with neighbours

Owned due to child’s liking
Child’s physical well-being

Child’s mental well-being
Reduced addiction to the internet

Adopting village dogs
Difficulties in retaining them at home

Mental well-being

Mental distress on a pet’s iliness or death
Physical well-being

Spread of infections

Allergies

Less time to spend on health

A learning experience

Easy and enjoyable occupation

A personal choice

A responsibility

Do not cage a pet dog

A need for a separate crematorium for pet dogs

man Shepherd

i,

A

(D) Pomeranian

(E) Labrador Retriever
Fig. 3 Images of the pet dogs provided by a few participants

.43

(F) Cocker Spaniel
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X expresses her concerns “We can’t leave them and go
anywhere. They are too big and we can'’t take them with
us. Travelling has reduced. Have to spend around 40,000
rupees a month for food and health”. However, she
explains how she could meet her additional expenses for
the pet dogs ‘once we have the puppies, we will be able to
cover our expenses”. Also, some participants struggled to
keep their residences clean. Participant T confirms it by
saying “the house is dirty. And, the dust enters in. Fur (of
the pet dog) falls a lot. Have to mop the house frequently”.
Further, there were negative feelings expressed by partici-
pant ] who lamented “lots of losses. I do not know if it is
due to my lack of experience in petting a dog. She eats our
slippers and clothes. You have to spend a lot of time with
her. I feel a lot. We need to feed her before we eat”. Moreo-
ver, participant A reveals her trouble ‘“transaction with
neighbours have also declined’.

Companionship and security from the pet dogs were
strongly echoed as positive experiences by the partici-
pants. While, expenses, reduced travel, difficulty in keep-
ing the residence clean, and reduced transactions with
neighbours were highlighted as negative experiences of
dog owners.

Pet dogs for children

A child’s preference was an important factor in bringing
home a pet dog. Participant C said “my little one looks at
the phone and searches for information about dogs” and
participant J explained that “when my son got married, my
daughter was alone. When my daughter’s ordinary-level
examinations were over, the dog was brought home for her
company. She (the pet dog) was brought for my daugh-
ter’s physical and mental health as she does not play with
other children these days (due to the COVID pandemic)”.
And, participant P pointed out an important effect of a
pet dog on a child’s mental health as follows “with natu-
ral things like this (pet dogs) we can reduce the addiction
to the internet among children”. Hence, dog ownership
due to the child’s liking was highlighted by participants.
Also, physical well-being, mental well-being, and reduced
addiction to the internet were the benefits noted by own-
ers for their children from their pet dogs.

Village dogs as pets

Participant O had an interesting statement on how she
found her village dog “we found her by chance. She had an
accident in front of our house. She was brought in, treated,
and is now being cared for”. Participant D was proud in
saying “in the past when I had a lot of (village) pet dogs,
they come in front of my car to the junction like an eques-
trian parade. They do not allow people to come, and they
do not allow dogs to come. They bark at them. Once I
leave, they come back home” Participant O enlightens us
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by saying “most breed dogs are owned for a show. Adopt-
ing is better. Normal (village) dogs fall ill on the road. It
is better to take care of them (village dogs) than to buy
dogs for money. It's good for them (village dogs) too”. And,
participant K firmly advises us “it is not good to let a pet
stray”. Further, participant S confirms the above state-
ment by saying “if possible, give a meal to a street dog at
least once. You will observe it come (to you) wagging its
tail”. However, participant G says “Previously we had vil-
lage dogs. Their presence is not useful. They go here and
there”. Thus, the study participants emphasised adopting
village dogs but some experienced difficulties in retaining
them at home.

The role of pet dogs in personal and family health
Stress reduction and mental satisfaction were felt by par-
ticipants. Participant C says “Even when I have a problem
in my mind when I feel stressed, it feels like the problem
and stress in my head is lessening while I am petting and
talking to them”. And, participant D adds ‘It is _for men-
tal health. In times of stress, it is good to be with them”.
Participant I confirms the above by saying “there is one
hundred per cent mental satisfaction”. Also, participant
N points out that it is “good for son’s mental health”. Par-
ticipants mentioned that they experience mental distress
when their pet dog is ill or dead. “We love him so much.
Therefore, we would feel sad if he falls sick” states partici-
pant U. Participant D talks about the death of his dog “the
only thing that is a little problematic is the grief when the
dogs die. They are with us for about ten years. We bury
them in the rear garden. We organize an alms-giving too”.
Participants mentioned that they engaged in physical
activities along with their pet dogs. It is evident in par-
ticipant W’s statement “there is peace of mind when they
are there. We go to the ground in the morning, to walk and
play. If they see somebody, they want to play”. However,
participants were worried about upper respiratory tract-
related issues and skin allergies. Participant C says “both
daughters have got allergies. The two dogs climb into the
bed. A skin allergy. It does not go away even after treat-
ment for a long-time. When channelled (a doctor) we
were told to keep the pet dogs away. Also, they (daughters)
develop a frequent cold”. And, participants highlighted
the issue of the spread of fleas. Participant F tells us
that the “spread of fleas is too high in our area. She (pet
dog) gets it from the other dogs”. Participant ] had a dif-
ferent perception about the health risks of her dog and
she says ‘after Eli came home, my health began to decline.
I could not do meditation or yoga. I have less time for
my work. I gained weight. Thyroxine drug was started. I
needed medication for cholesterol too”. However, par-
ticipant B declares that “I have had diabetes for thirteen
years. The control did not change just because a pet dog
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was brought”. Participant T had something interesting to
say ‘as the dog approaches, my husband gets a bad smell.
He doesn’t like it. Sometimes his pressure might have
increased”. However, participant E says “We have not had
any health issues from our pet dog. He does not come into
the house. Even when we come in after playing with him,
he stays out” And, participant H confirms it by saying
“there is no such thing” However, participant D tells us
that “we did not think much about it. We did not think of
the health benefits for us. Thought highly of their (pet dogs)
health’”.

Participants had known about the risk of rabies. Par-
ticipant K said, “if there was a rabid dog, it can bite us
and harm nearby families too”. And, participants knew
that the fur of the pet dogs leads to wheezing. Partici-
pant V stated, ‘T have heard that due to fur children get
a wheeze. I have not heard the effect on mental health”.
Further, participants had heard of the spread of infec-
tion through pet dogs. Participant T states “I have heard
that there can be a spread of infection”. Moreover, the

following participants had unique knowledge to share
with us. Participant ] told us “I knew it would help my
daughter’s mental and physical health. I heard from oth-
ers”. And, participant O says “I knew via the internet it
(having pet dogs) is good for mental stress”. While partici-
pant S mentioned that “I have heard via the internet that
having pet dogs could lead to arthritis”. However, some
participants had no prior knowledge of the effect of a pet
dog on health. Participant Q confirms it by saying “we
had no (knowledge) as such”. The participants continue to
be compassionate towards their pet dogs as the benefits
they perceive overweighs the risks.

Physical and mental well-being were health benefits
emphasized by dog owners. However, mental distress
by a pet’s illness or death, the spread of infections, aller-
gies and less time to spend on health were pointed out
as issues by a few participants. The mind map developed
on the role of pet dogs in personal and family health is
shown in Fig. 4.
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Participants’ advice on dog ownership

“This is a different experience for those of us who have a
monotonous life’;, says participant E. And, participant F
adds “you can learn a lot while being with them” How-
ever, “if we want a quiet environment and want to read
books, we do not need a pet. An unnecessary bond. A pet
is a hindrance if you feel the need to reduce ties. Having
a pet is good if you want companionship” recommends
participant J. And, participant G is confident in saying “it
(having a pet dog) is not difficult. It is easy”. Participants
emphasized that having a pet dog is a personal choice
and cannot be forced. In general, participants thought
that the owners should bear the expenses and should take
proper care of their pet dogs. And, participant F accen-
tuates that “something bigger than you think. It is quite
a responsibility. It is like taking care of a little child. It is
harder than that. A child can be kept with someone while
you are out. But they (pet dogs) cannot be” Participant
R tells us to “bring up a pet dog only if possible. There is
no point in bringing up animals with the idea to attack
and harass. Have to feed them. Give your love (to your
pet dog) like for children. There is no point in bringing
up animals trapping their world by tying them in chains.
They have the same needs as we do. They have feelings.
They show love. It is felt by the ones who closely associate
with them. There is no point in feeding them twice a day,
tying them by a chain, caging them, and beating them
when they urinate or poop. Bring up only if possible. In
terms of cost, the amount is higher. For food and medi-
cine” Participant W concludes “when pets are lost, they
need a separate crematorium of their own. They have
been living with us in the same family for many years. A
separate place is needed for the last rights without dump-
ing them in a garbage pit”.

Dog ownership was described as a learning experience,
an easy and enjoyable occupation, a personal choice, and
a responsibility by the participants. They advise not to
cage a pet dog and felt the need for a separate cremato-
rium for pet dogs.

Discussion

Our study explores the experience of dog owners on dog
ownership and its effects on personal and family health in
Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka. The above is a less studied area
in developing countries and rural regions. Owners were
observed to have an excellent level of attention towards
their pet dogs and received an excellent level of attention
from their pet dogs. The study found that participants
experienced stress reduction and mental satisfaction
from interacting with their pet dogs. And, they seldom
experienced major health risks from their pet dogs.
Similarly, a Japanese study revealed that dog ownership
had a positive effect on mental well-being [31]. And, pet

Page 9 of 12

ownership was associated with greater physical activ-
ity and better mental health during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Singapore [32]. Also, a meta-analysis revealed
a significant difference in self-reported stress after pet
therapy [33]. However, a systematic review found variable
results such as positive, mixed, negative, and no impact
of pet ownership on mental health [34]. Thus, an objec-
tive assessment of the association between dog owner-
ship and mental well-being is warranted.

Children at home tend to play a major role in pet dog
keeping. A child’s preference was an important factor in
bringing home a pet dog. Also, participants felt that hav-
ing a pet dog would contribute to a child’s physical and
mental health. Further, the owners assume the child’s
addiction to the internet can be reduced by having a pet
dog at home. An American study showed that higher
child-to-pet dog attachment is associated with increased
child physical activity [35]. And, a prior systematic review
had evidence for an association of pet ownership with
emotional health, educational and cognitive benefits [36].
Also, a Japanese study suggests that owning pets might
help children to control their emotions and reduce poor
emotional expression [37]. Although evidence on the role
of pet dog ownership in internet addiction is scarce, there
has been an instance where the Korean government has
offered pets for internet addiction [38].

Village dogs were the most common pet dogs along
with German Shepherds. The village dogs seem to be
an inexpensive choice in the rural setting. And, partici-
pants were willing to adopt the village dogs who were
found on the roads or who needed help after an accident.
However, a few participants thought village dogs are not
useful as they could leave the household. Studies on vil-
lage dogs as pets were scarce. A study from rural western
Uganda indicates that infectious disease is important to
the health and survival of village dogs, and, ownership
and interactions with wildlife contribute to morbidity
and mortality [39]. Further, free-roaming domestic dogs
in rural communities of Tanzania were found to exist in
the context of their human owners and surrounding wild-
life [40]. Moreover, village dogs in the Global South are a
concern for people, tourists and organizations. Overpop-
ulation, welfare, zoonoses, and predation of wildlife are a
few concerns [41]. Adopting village dogs as pointed out
by our study participants might help ease such concerns.
However, experts are divided in their opinion on adopt-
ing village dogs as pets. Some argue that the village dogs
are self-sufficient, social animals who do not need human
interference to save them. While others say that village
dogs can successfully be adopted as they are not wild
[42]. Also, online step-by-step guides are available for
adoption which could help dog lovers in adopting a vil-
lage dog [43, 44]. However, the lack of reliable indicators
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of quality in online information would be a barrier to
dog owners’ access to reliable information [45] in addi-
tion to the lack of internet access in developing and rural
regions.

Dog ownership was not without concerns for the own-
ers such as expenses, reduced travel, and struggle to keep
the residence clean. Some have experienced grief due to
the loss of a pet. While others were worried about upper
respiratory tract-related issues, skin allergies and the
spread of fleas. Prior literature outlines similar draw-
backs in pet ownership such as grief due to pet loss, fear
of outliving the pet, pet care as a chore, risk of falls, cost,
and the fear of leaving a pet due to relocation [46—48].
Responsible pet ownership should be promoted where
careful selection of pet(s) suited to your home, lifestyle
and family members is advised [49]. Also, local norms
have to be considered before the promotion of pet own-
ership since factors such as households with more than
one adult female and Buddhists were significantly asso-
ciated with dog ownership in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka
[28]. Further, a review revealed dog’s physical appear-
ance, dog’s behaviour and health, social influences, the
owner’s demographic and socioeconomic factors, and the
owner’s previous ownership experience are factors asso-
ciated with acquiring a pet dog [50]. In addition, check-
ing for friends/family or daycare facilities that can care
for pets in their absence, employing hygiene practices
and educating children about safe interaction are a few
practices to mitigate negative aspects of dog ownership
[51]. Moreover, the globalization-related flow of goods,
services, technology, and information could impact deci-
sion-making on pet dog ownership. Integrated research
on social, economic, and environmental factors is pro-
posed to address issues related to exotic pets’ implica-
tions on the conservation of native biodiversity and the
emergence of invasive species [52].

Experience of dog ownership and their influence on
health could be different by geography, religion and eth-
nicity. The present study included only Sinhalese from
Anuradhapura due to travel, time and resource con-
straints. Evidence could have been strengthened by vid-
eotaped observation of owner-dog interaction despite
the challenges of consent and data analysis. Further, the
present study selected only the later middle age group
of > 40 to <65 years as participants. The experience of
younger and older dog owners would differ from the
present findings. Pets often form an important source
of social support in later life; this is an important area
for future research. Nevertheless, the findings are
unique because it was conducted in a rural district of a
developing country where similar studies were scarce.
The perceived stress reduction and mental satisfaction
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among dog owners will be useful in planning out
research and intervention related to one health. Also,
the willingness to adopt village dogs should be pro-
moted with careful guidance. Future research should
focus on ways to implement responsible pet ownership
among residents in rural regions with pet dogs. Also,
the sterilization service from the Public Health Veteri-
nary Services, Ministry of Healthcare and Indigenous
Medical Services, Sri Lanka could be utilized for feasi-
ble spaying or neutering of the adopted village dog [53].

Conclusion

Participants perceived stress reduction and mental sat-
isfaction when interacting with their pet dogs. Also,
they seldom experienced major health risks from their
pet dogs. Human—dog interaction improved the par-
ticipants’ mental well-being, and future research should
focus on its possible consequences. A child’s preference
was an important factor in bringing home a pet dog.
Further, the adoption of village dogs as pets was promi-
nent which can be promoted to ease concerns related
to village dogs in developing and rural regions. How-
ever, the implementation of responsible pet ownership
is essential to address the concerns of dog owners such
as expense and reduced travel.

Abbreviations
DS: Divisional Secretariat; F: Female; M: Male.

Acknowledgements
The authors extend their gratitude to the trained note keeper of the study.

Authors’ contributions

DR conceived the idea of the study. DR, JR and KW designed the study. DR
was involved in the data collection of the study. Each transcript was coded
by DR and KW independently then a code list was formed by consensus. DR
analyzed the data, and DR, JR and KW did data interpretation. DR drafted the
manuscript, figures and tables while JR and KW critically revised it. DR, JR and
KW read and approved the final version of the manuscript.

Funding
The authors did not receive any funding support for the submitted work.

Availability of data and materials
All data generated or analysed during this study are included in this published
article.

Declarations

Ethics approval and Consent to participate

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Review Committee of the
Faculty of Medicine and Allied Sciences, Rajarata University of Sri Lanka
(ERC/2020/76). Informed written consent was obtained from all participants.
The study was performed in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. All
methods were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and regula-
tions. All necessary measures were taken to preserve the participant’s privacy
and confidentiality.



Rathish et al. BMC Public Health

(2022) 22:2380

Consent for publication
Images of the pet dogs were provided by participants with consent for
publication.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details

'Department of Veterinary Pathobiology, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine

and Animal Science, University of Peradeniya, Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. 2Depart-
ment of Family Medicine, Faculty of Medicine and Allied Sciences, Rajarata
University of Sri Lanka, Saliyapura, Sri Lanka. >Department of Parasitology,
Faculty of Medicine and Allied Sciences, Rajarata University of Sri Lanka,
Saliyapura, Sri Lanka.

Received: 31 July 2022 Accepted: 13 December 2022
Published online: 19 December 2022

References

1.

2.

Walsh F. Human-animal bonds II: the role of pets in family systems and
family therapy. Fam Process. 2009;48:481-99.

Turner WG. The role of companion animals throughout the family life
cycle. J Fam Soc Work. 2005;9:11-21.

Ryan S, Ziebland S. On interviewing people with pets: reflections from
qualitative research on people with long-term conditions. Sociol Health
llin. 2015;37:67-80.

Matchock RL. Pet ownership and physical health. Curr Opin Psychiatry.
2015;28:386-92.

Harper CM, Dong Y, Thornhill TS, Wright J, Ready J, Brick GW, et al. Can
therapy dogs improve pain and satisfaction after total joint arthroplasty?
A randomized controlled trial. Clin Orthop Relat Res. 2015;473:372-9.
Hui Gan GZ, Hill A-M, Yeung P, Keesing S, Netto JA. Pet ownership and
its influence on mental health in older adults. Aging Ment Health.
2020;24:1605-12.

Cherniack EP, Cherniack AR. The benefit of pets and animal-assisted
therapy to the health of older individuals. Curr Gerontol Geriatr Res.
2014;2014.623203.

Chan EYY, GaoYY, Li L, Lee PY. Injuries caused by pets in Asian

urban households: a cross-sectional telephone survey. BMJ Open.
2017;7:€012813.

Case L. ASAS Centennial paper: Perspectives on domestication:

The history of our relationship with man's best friend. J Anim Sci.
2008;86:3245-51.

CDC. One health basics. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2018.

https://www.cdc.gov/onehealth/basics/index.html. Accessed 30 Oct
2021.

. Arhant-Sudhir K, Arhant-Sudhir R, Sudhir K. Pet ownership and cardiovas-

cular risk reduction: Supporting evidence, conflicting data and underly-
ing mechanisms. Clin Exp Pharmacol Physiol. 2011,38:734-8.

Enmarker |, Hellzén O, Ekker K, Berg A-G. Health in older cat and dog
owners: The Nord-Trondelag Health Study (HUNT)-3 study. Scand J Public
Health. 2012;40:718-24.

El-Qushayri AE, Kamel AMA, Faraj HA, Vuong NL, Diab OM, Istanbuly S,

et al. Association between pet ownership and cardiovascular risks and
mortality. J Cardiovasc Med. 2020;21:359-67.

Kramer CK, Mehmood S, Suen RS. Dog Ownership and Survival: A
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Circ Cardiovasc Qual Outcomes.
2019;12:¢005554.

Levine GN, Allen K, Braun LT, Christian HE, Friedmann E, Taubert KA, et al.
Pet Ownership and Cardiovascular Risk. Circulation. 2013;127:2353-63.
Yeh T-L, Lei W-T, Liu S-J, Chien K-L. A modest protective association
between pet ownership and cardiovascular diseases: A systematic review
and meta-analysis. PLoS One. 2019;14:€0216231.

Lentino C, Visek AJ, McDonnell K, DiPietro L. Dog walking is associated
with a favorable risk profile independent of moderate to high volume of
physical activity. J Phys Act Health. 2012;9:414-20.

Allen K, Shykoff BE, 1zzo JL. Pet ownership, but not ace inhibitor therapy,
blunts home blood pressure responses to mental stress. Hypertens (Dal-
las, Tex 1979). 2001,38:815-20.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

Page 11 of 12

. Xu S-L, Trevathan E, Qian Z, Vivian E, Yang B-Y, Hu L-W, et al. Prenatal and

postnatal exposure to pet ownership, blood pressure, and hypertension
in children. J Hypertens. 2017;35:259-65.

Maranda L, Gupta OT. Association between Responsible Pet Owner-
ship and Glycemic Control in Youths with Type 1 Diabetes. PLoS One.
2016;11:e0152332.

Dembicki D, Anderson J. Pet Ownership May Be a Factor in Improved
Health of the Elderly. J Nutr Elder. 1996;15:15-31.

Krittanawong C, Kumar A, Wang Z, Jneid H, Virani SS, Levine GN. Pet
Ownership and Cardiovascular Health in the US General Population. Am J
Cardiol. 2020;125:1158-61.

Canady B, Sansone A. Health Care Decisions and Delay of Treatment in
Companion Animal Owners. J Clin Psychol Med Settings. 2019;26:313-20.
Quialitative Study Design. Deakin University. 2021. https://deakin.libgu
ides.com/qualitative-study-designs/phenomenology. Accessed 1 Apr
2022.

Rodriguez A, Smith J. Phenomenology as a healthcare research method.
Evid Based Nurs. 2018;21:96-8.

Ministry of Finance. Census of Population and Housing. Department of
Census and Statistics, Ministry of Finance and Planning, Sri Lanka. 2012.
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Repor
ts/CPH_2012_5Per_Rpt.pdf.

DCS. Annual Bulletin - 2014. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, Department
of Census and Statistics, Ministry of Finance and Planning. 2014. http:/
www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Annual Bulletin_2014-f.pdf.
Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

Rathish D, Rajapakse J, Weerakoon K. Household preferences for

pet keeping: Findings from a rural district of Sri Lanka. PLoS One.
2022;17:€0277108.

Langfield J, James C. Fishy Tales: Experiences of the Occupation of Keep-
ing Fish as Pets. Br J Occup Ther. 2009;72:349-56.

Mack N, Woodsong C, Macqueen KM, Guest G, Namey E . Qualitative
Research Methods: a data collector’s field guide. North Carolina: Family
Health International; 2005.

Endo K, Yamasaki S, Ando S, Kikusui T, Mogi K, Nagasawa M, et al. Dog and
Cat Ownership Predicts Adolescents’ Mental Well-Being: A Population-
Based Longitudinal Study. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17:884.
Tan JSQ, Fung W, Tan BSW, Low JY, Syn NL, Goh YX, et al. Association
between pet ownership and physical activity and mental health during
the COVID-19 “circuit breaker”in Singapore. One Heal. 2021;13:100343.
Ein N, Li L, Vickers K. The effect of pet therapy on the physiological and
subjective stress response: A meta-analysis. Stress Heal. 2018;34:477-89.
Scoresby KJ, Strand EB, Ng Z, Brown KC, Stilz CR, Strobel K, et al. Pet
Ownership and Quality of Life: A Systematic Review of the Literature. Vet
Sci. 2021;8:332.

Gadomski AM, Scribani MB, Krupa N, Jenkins P. Pet dogs and child
physical activity: the role of child-dog attachment. Pediatr Obes.
2017;12:e37-40.

Purewal R, Christley R, Kordas K, Joinson C, Meints K, Gee N, et al.
Companion Animals and Child/Adolescent Development: A Systematic
Review of the Evidence. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2017;14:234.
Sato R, Fujiwara T, Kino S, Nawa N, Kawachi I. Pet Ownership and Chil-
dren’s Emotional Expression: Propensity Score-Matched Analysis of Longi-
tudinal Data from Japan. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2019;16:758.
Suh-young Y. Pets offered to help Internet addicts. TheKoreanTimes. 2012.
http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2012/08/117_118580.
html.

Hyeroba D, Friant S, Acon J, Okwee-Acai J, Goldberg TL. Demography
and health of “village dogs”in rural Western Uganda. Prev Vet Med.
2017;137:24-7.

Czupryna AM, Brown JS, Bigambo MA, Whelan CJ, Mehta SD, Santymire
RM, et al. Ecology and Demography of Free-Roaming Domestic Dogs

in Rural Villages near Serengeti National Park in Tanzania. PLoS One.
2016;11:e0167092.

Izaguirre E. A village dog is not a stray Human-dog interactions in coastal
Mexico. Wageningen University; 2013. https://edepot.wur.nl/276521.
Geier E. 75% of the World's Dogs Don't Have a Breed, but They Do Have
a Name. Meet the Village Dog. The Dog People. 2022. https://www.rover.
com/uk/blog/75-of-the-worlds-dogs-dont-have-a-breed-but-they-do-
have-a-name-meet-the-village-dog/. Accessed 30 Apr 2022.


https://www.cdc.gov/onehealth/basics/index.html
https://deakin.libguides.com/qualitative-study-designs/phenomenology
https://deakin.libguides.com/qualitative-study-designs/phenomenology
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/CPH_2012_5Per_Rpt.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/CPH_2012_5Per_Rpt.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Annual
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Annual
http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2012/08/117_118580.html
http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2012/08/117_118580.html
https://edepot.wur.nl/276521
https://www.rover.com/uk/blog/75-of-the-worlds-dogs-dont-have-a-breed-but-they-do-have-a-name-meet-the-village-dog/
https://www.rover.com/uk/blog/75-of-the-worlds-dogs-dont-have-a-breed-but-they-do-have-a-name-meet-the-village-dog/
https://www.rover.com/uk/blog/75-of-the-worlds-dogs-dont-have-a-breed-but-they-do-have-a-name-meet-the-village-dog/

Rathish et al. BMC Public Health ~ (2022) 22:2380 Page 12 of 12

43. Rajendran A. How to adopt a stray dog: An easy, step-by-step guide.
WAGR. 2021. https://www.wagr.ai/pet-guide/how-to-adopt-a-stray-dog-
an-easy-step-by-step-guide. Accessed 30 Apr 2022.

44, McKee D . Adopting a shelter dog - your complete step-by-step guide.
Rescue Dogs 101. 2021. https://www.rescuedogs101.com/adopting-a-
dog-process/. Accessed 30 Nov 2022.

45. Kuhl CA, Lea RG, Quarmby C, Dean R. Scoping review to assess online
information available to new dog owners. Vet Rec. 2022;190:21487.

46. Obradovi¢ N, Lagueux F, Latulippe K, Provencher V. Understanding the
Benefits, Challenges, and the Role of Pet Ownership in the Daily Lives of
Community-Dwelling Older Adults: A Case Study. Anim an open access J
from MDPI. 2021;11(9):2628.

47. Stevens JA, Teh SL, Haileyesus T. Dogs and cats as environmental fall
hazards. J Safety Res. 2010;41:69-73.

48. Chur-Hansen A, Winefield H, Beckwith M. Reasons given by elderly men
and women for not owning a pet, and the implications for clinical prac-
tice and research. J Health Psychol. 2008;13:988-95.

49. BSAVA. Responsible pet ownership. British small animal veterinary asso-
ciation. 2021. https://www.bsava.com/Resources/Veterinary-resources/
Position-statements/Responsible-pet-ownership. Accessed 4 Dec 2021.

50. Holland KE. Acquiring a Pet Dog: A Review of Factors Affecting the
Decision-Making of Prospective Dog Owners. Anim an open access J
from MDPI. 2019;9(4):124.

51. Smith B. The pet effect’--health related aspects of companion animal
ownership. Aust Fam Physician. 2012;41(6):439-442.

52. Lockwood JL, Welbourne DJ, Romagosa CM, Cassey P, Mandrak NE,
Strecker A, et al. When pets become pests: the role of the exotic pet
trade in producing invasive vertebrate animals. Front Ecol Environ.
2019;17:323-30.

53. PHVS. Sterilization Statistics. Public Health Veterinary Services, Ministry of
Healthcare and Indigenous Medical Services, Sri Lanka. 2022. http://www.
rabies.gov.Ik/english/Sterilization.php. Accessed 30 Nov 2022.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

fast, convenient online submission

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

rapid publication on acceptance

support for research data, including large and complex data types

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations

maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions . BMC



https://www.wagr.ai/pet-guide/how-to-adopt-a-stray-dog-an-easy-step-by-step-guide
https://www.wagr.ai/pet-guide/how-to-adopt-a-stray-dog-an-easy-step-by-step-guide
https://www.rescuedogs101.com/adopting-a-dog-process/
https://www.rescuedogs101.com/adopting-a-dog-process/
https://www.bsava.com/Resources/Veterinary-resources/Position-statements/Responsible-pet-ownership
https://www.bsava.com/Resources/Veterinary-resources/Position-statements/Responsible-pet-ownership
http://www.rabies.gov.lk/english/Sterilization.php
http://www.rabies.gov.lk/english/Sterilization.php

	“In times of stress, it is good to be with them”: experience of dog owners from a rural district of Sri Lanka
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Study design, setting, and population
	Selection criteria and sampling method
	Study instruments
	Data collection
	Data description and analysis

	Results
	Demographic data
	Observations on the interaction between the owner and the dog during the interview
	Experience of dog owners
	Pet dogs for children
	Village dogs as pets
	The role of pet dogs in personal and family health
	Participants’ advice on dog ownership

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


