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Abstract

This qualitative study explores the benefits and risks associated with living with companion animals during the transition to
adulthood among |17 sexual and gender minority (SGM) emerging adults living in the U.S. Interviews were transcribed and
analyzed using template analysis. Thematic analysis identified several risks (caregiver burden, pets as barriers to relationships,
animal-related psychological stress) and benefits (pets as a buffer to stress, pets as social capital, pets as a coping mechanism for
mental health, and pets as identity and purpose) associated with living with pets. Our results suggest that pets may influence SGM
emerging adult identity development and related wellbeing by facilitating feelings of belongingness, positive self-regard, and
purpose; promoting social interactions; and providing emotional support and comfort to cope with stress. However, pets,
and their associated care, were also a source of caregiving burden and psychological stress. We discuss practice and policy

implications and directions for future research.
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Approximately 56% of U.S. emerging adults live with at least
one pet, with dogs and cats being the most prevalent
(Applebaum, Peek, & Zsembik, 2020). One reason for the
popularity of living with pets is that they are frequently por-
trayed as beneficial to human health and psychological well-
being (Morgan et al., 2020). Research links pet ownership
and relationships with pets (e.g., attachment, bonds, caretak-
ing) with increased physical activity (Christian et al., 2013;
Dall et al., 2017; Levine et al., 2013; Potter &
Sartore-Baldwin, 2019), stress reduction (Beetz et al., 2012;
Cardoso et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2009; Nagasawa et al.,
2009), and higher levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy at
multiple stages of human development (McConnell et al.,
2011; Schulz et al., 2020; Van Houtte & Jarvis, 1995).
Although pet ownership is common among emerging adults,
there has been minimal empirical attention regarding the
mechanisms through which living with companion animals
impacts human health and wellbeing during this developmental
phase (Graham et al., 2019; Piper & Uttley, 2019). A study of

emerging adult university students identified that the most
common motivations for pet-keeping were to combat loneli-
ness and to assist in coping with hard times (Staats et al.,
2008). A recent qualitative study examining the role of dogs
in emerging adulthood development found that having a dog
provided young people with a sense of stability, autonomy, and
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responsibility (Graham et al., 2019). The authors of this study
hypothesize that these benefits of pet ownership are especially
appealing because the emerging adulthood transition is marked
by instability and emergent autonomy. Indeed, there is
evidence that strong bonds with pets are associated with less
loneliness and reduced social anxiety among emerging adults
(Siebenbruner, 2019). However, these benefits may vary as a
function of an individual’s social context and resources.
Graham et al. (2019) identified several negative aspects of pet
ownership in emerging adulthood, such as financial difficulties
(e.g., cost of veterinary care), challenges finding pet-friendly
housing, limits to one’s spontaneity due to caretaking responsi-
bilities, and relationship conflicts due to the presence of the pet
or the pet’s behavior.

Emerging adulthood is a challenging period of development
often characterized by transition, changes in social relation-
ships, and intense identity exploration; it is also identified as
a period of optimism and possibilities (Arnett et al., 2014). The
risks and benefits of living with pets may be particularly salient
for emerging adults from marginalized backgrounds, such as
sexual and gender minority (SGM; e.g. lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer, and other sexual and gender identities, or
“LGBTQ™™) young people who experience disproportionate
risk for adversity (e.g., employment discrimination, housing
insecurity, family and peer rejection) and a broad range of
health disparities (Matijczak et al., 2021; McDonald, O’Con-
nor, et al., 2021; McDonald, Murphy, et al., 2021). Several
studies link pet ownership and strong bonds with pets to bar-
riers in housing security, healthcare, and personal safety in a
variety of population groups (e.g., survivors of domestic vio-
lence; Collins et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Power, 2017;
Rhoades et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2020). However, few studies
have examined how the benefits and risks associated with liv-
ing with pets may be impacted by the sociocultural context and
unique stressors faced by emerging adults who hold margina-
lized sexual and gender identities. With the goal of identifying
population-specific benefits and risks associated with living
with companion animals during the transition to adulthood, the
current study draws on minority stress (Meyer, 2003; Toomey
et al., 2013) and queer theoretical frameworks to qualitatively
explore themes in SGM emerging adults’ experiences of living
with companion animals.

SGM Emerging Adults and Minority Stress

As SGM people navigate new cis-heteronormative social
contexts in emerging adulthood (e.g., workplace, college), they
are at increased risk for experiencing a number of unique socio-
cultural and interpersonal stressors due to oppressive structures
and attitudes toward SGM people within those contexts
and across other ecological contexts that are central to their
social lives. This experience is often termed minority stress
(Fulginiti et al., 2020; Hall, 2018; Meyer, 2003). Minority
stress broadly includes diverse experiences such as identity-
based peer and family rejection, discrimination, victimization,
and internalized stigma; these stressors can be both overt (e.g.,

interpersonal victimization) and covert (e.g., microaggres-
sions) in nature (Kosciw et al., 2018; Toomey et al., 2013).
SGM emerging adults often experience concurrent gender and
sexual minority stress that accompanies potential fluidity and
shifts in their gender identity, gender expression, and/or sexual
orientation during the transition to adulthood (McDonald,
O’Connor, et al., 2021; Rieger et al., 2008; Rieger & Savin-
Williams, 2012). The subtle and overt oppression that they
experience can complicate an already challenging develop-
mental period. Due to this accumulation of stress, it is hypothe-
sized that developmental trajectories of SGM youth and
emerging adults, and the risk and protective factors that
shape their wellbeing, may differ from their cisgender and het-
erosexual counterparts (Scroggs & Vennum, 2020; Wagaman
et al., 2016).

The accumulation of minority stress also contributes to
SGM emerging adults’ increased risk for a broad range of
health and social disparities. Compared to their cisgender and
heterosexual peers, SGM youth are more likely to have a neg-
ative sense of self and experience hopelessness and psychoso-
cial development difficulties (Potoczniak et al., 2007; Saewyc
et al., 2008; Safren & Pantalone, 2006; Wagaman et al., 2016).
SGM emerging adults are also more likely to experience psy-
chological (e.g., internalizing behavior symptoms, suicidal
ideation; Liu & Mustanski, 2012; Mustanski et al., 2016), beha-
vioral (e.g., substance use and dependence, risky behaviors;
Dank et al., 2015; Mustanski et al., 2016), and physical health
problems (e.g., obesity; Paul & Monahan, 2019). Collectively
and interactively, these stressors and their effects may influ-
ence emerging adult outcomes such as the ability to secure sta-
ble housing (Cochran et al., 2002; Durso & Gates, 2012), gain
and maintain employment (Ream & Forge, 2014; Sears &
Mallory, 2011), and attain educational goals (Aragon et al.,
2014; Kosciw et al., 2013). As such, it is important that
researchers avoid the assumption of comparable effects of pet
ownership across SGM and non-SGM populations and investi-
gate population-specific aspects of human-animal bonds
among SGM emerging adults.

SGM Emerging Adults, Social Support,
and Animal Companionship

Several studies identify social support and belongingness as
important factors in SGM identity development and resilience
(Chakrapani et al., 2017; Doan Van et al., 2019; Ehlke et al.,
2020; Friedman & Morgan, 2009; Wagaman et al., 2016). Prior
research links a higher sense of belongingness and number of
confidants to decreases in depression and enhanced self-
esteem and life satisfaction in SGM populations (McLaren,
2009; McLaren et al., 2008; Vincke & Van Heeringen,
2002). Given prior evidence that SGM adults consider pets to
be “chosen family” and confidants, it is not surprising that sev-
eral recent studies link pet ownership and other aspects of
human animal interaction (HAI) with risk and resilience in this
population (Putney, 2014). For example, two studies indicate
that both pet ownership and positive engagement with pets help
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to mitigate associations between familial victimization and
psychological stress in SGM samples (Riggs et al., 2018;
Rosenberg et al., 2020). In addition, a recent study of 134 SGM
emerging adults found evidence of an indirect effect of expo-
sure to SGM microaggressions on personal hardiness (an indi-
cator of interpersonal resilience) via HAI (i.e., attachment and
emotional bonds with pets; McDonald, Murphy, et al., 2021).
Specifically, experiences with microaggressions were associ-
ated with increases in HAI; in turn, increases in HAI were
associated with higher levels of personal hardiness among
these youth.

Although there is a persistent narrative that portrays pets as
social relationships capable of improving human health and
promoting positive development, empirical evidence of these
benefits is limited, inconsistent across studies, and often corre-
lational in nature (Purewal et al., 2017; Tomlinson et al., 2021).
A number of studies have reported no associations between pet
ownership or other aspects of HAI and human health and devel-
opment across a variety of samples (e.g., Hill et al., 2020;
Mathers et al., 2010); moreover, some studies suggest positive
correlations between bonds with pets and various forms of
mental health symptomatology (Antonacopoulos & Pychyl,
2010; Peacock et al., 2012). Although recent studies link
aspects of HAI with SGM resilience, there is also evidence that
relying on companion animals for emotional comfort may
exacerbate the impact of SGM stressors on mental health.
Matijczak et al. (2021) found that exposure to interpersonal
microaggressions was positively associated with depressive
symptoms when SGM participants reported medium or high
levels of comfort derived from pets. However, the relationship
between interpersonal microaggressions and depressive symp-
toms was not significant when SGM individuals reported low
levels of comfort from pets. Findings from this study suggest
that a high degree of reliance on pets for emotional comfort
may exacerbate depressive symptoms for individuals experien-
cing this type of SGM stressor.

Queer Theory and SGM lIdentities

To date, there has been little research focusing on the experi-
ences of SGM emerging adults and their nuanced experiences
with HAI (McDonald, O’Connor, et al., 2021; McDonald,
Murphy, et al., 2021), and none of it employs a queer framing.
Queer theorists argue that gender and sexual orientation
identities are fluid and shift throughout development (Better,
2013; Kattari, 2019; McDonald, 2017), with each SGM emer-
ging adult having their own, unique perspective on their own
identities, language used, and interactions with the world at
large. Queer theory supports SGM individuals in naming their
own identities and experiences, rather than trying to fit
into existing socially constructed boxes that do not fit their
lived realities. Instead of asking SGM emerging adults to report
their lived experiences through quantitative research that often
uses scales that were not developed or validated on this
population, qualitative studies are needed to identify and
center SGM populations’ unique experiences, beliefs, and

perspectives regarding animal companionship in emerging
adulthood. In addition, the dearth of evidence on the benefits
of HAI for SGM emerging adults as well as the inconclusive
findings on the relationship between microaggressions, depres-
sion, and HAI among this population suggests the need for
deeper understanding of how HAI may or may not be beneficial
to SGM emerging adults.

Current Study

Drawing from queer and minority stress theoretical frame-
works, the current study addresses gaps in the literature on
emerging adult risk and resilience by qualitatively exploring
themes in SGM emerging adults’ experiences of living with
companion animals during the transition to adulthood. Our
research questions were as follows:

1. Inwhat ways does living with a companion animal support
wellbeing among SGM emerging adults?

2. In what ways does living with a companion animal pose
risks to wellbeing among SGM emerging adults?

Method
Participants

The qualitative data reported in this paper reflect a subset of
participants from a larger, longitudinal, mixed methods study
on associations between stressors, supports, and wellbeing
among SGM youth. Data collection occurred between April
2019 and March 2020 in an urban city in the southeastern
region of the United States. The larger study was reviewed and
approved by the Virginia Commonwealth University Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB). Inclusion criteria included: being
15-21 years of age, self-identifying as LGBTQ™", and under-
standing spoken English. Living with a companion animal in
the past year was not a requirement to participate in the over-
arching study, but those who had lived with a pet in the past
year were eligible to complete an interview regarding their
experiences with pets. Participants were recruited in a variety
of ways. We partnered with five local agencies with LGBTQ™"
inclusive services to distribute recruitment materials (i.e.,
flyers, handouts). Project staff also posted materials to commu-
nity boards at local businesses, residential buildings, and
recreational centers. Electronic recruitment materials were dis-
tributed via local university and community partner agencies’
email listservs and social media platforms including Instagram,
Facebook, and Twitter. In addition, project staff recruited par-
ticipants in person by attending meetings and events held by
student and local organizations that focused on the LGBTQ"
community (e.g., LGBTQ™ Pride events). Interested individu-
als contacted the project coordinators, who conducted a screen-
ing call to confirm eligibility and to schedule an interview date.

For the current qualitative study, we restricted our sample to
emerging adult participants (ages 18-21 years) who had lived
with a pet in the past 12 months and who completed the quali-
tative interview. In addition, we restricted our analysis to those
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Table |. Demographic Information of Participants and Companion Animals (N = [17).

Variable Name Variable Categories n %
Racial/ethnic identity Asian/Asian American 2 1.7
Black/African American 17 14.5
Latina/Latino/Latinx 7 6.0
Multiracial/Mixed Race 15 12.8
South Asian/Pacific Islander I 0.9
White 74 63.3
Prefer to self-describe | 0.9
Gender identity Agender 4 34
Cisgender man 7 6.0
Cisgender woman 51 43.6
Genderfluid I 0.9
Genderqueer 5 4.3
Nonbinary 10 85
Transgender man 15 12.8
Transgender woman | 0.9
Not sure/questioning/prefer to self-describe 4 34
Multiple identifications 19 16.2
Sexual orientation Asexual 2 1.7
Bisexual 28 239
Demisexual | 0.9
Gay 7 6.0
Lesbian 16 13.7
Pansexual I 9.4
Queer 15 13.7
Straight/heterosexual 2 1.7
Multiple identifications 35 29.9

Lived With Primary Caretaker® Topic of Interview
Pet Type® n % n % n %
Bird 3 2.6 3 100.0 3 2.6
Cat 67 57.3 36 529 52 44.5
Dog 75 64.1 33 44.0 56 47.9
Fish 10 8.5 9 90.0 4 34
Lagomorph 8 6.8 4 50.0 2 1.7
Reptile 4 34 3 75.0 I 0.9
Rodent 9 7.7 6 66.7 5 4.3
Tarantula I 0.9 0 0 0 0

?Participants reported information on up to three pets. The categories are not mutually exclusive.
®Percentages are based on total number of participants that lived with the specific pet type.

who participated in our study prior to the start of local
COVID-19 restrictions (March 17, 2020). We anticipated that
the COVID-19 restrictions (e.g., social distancing, shelter-in-
place, business closures) would impact the degree to which
people were home with pets and compromise the transferabil-
ity (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Shenton,
2004) of the data and emergent themes to SGM emerging
adults within the context of a pandemic. This yielded a sample
size of 117 participants. Demographic information for partici-
pants can be found in Table 1. The average age of participants
was 19.32 years (SD = 1.13). Approximately 37% of our sam-
ple reported a racial/ethnic minority identity, 49.6% of our
participants reported a gender minority identity, and 98.3%
reported a sexual minority identity. All of our participants

were currently living in the U.S. at the time of participation;
10 participants were born outside of the U.S. (e.g.,
Australia, Pakistan, Russia). Participants were able to identify
a maximum of three companion animals with whom they
lived in the past year. Most participants (96.6%) reported
living with at least one dog or cat in their household; other pet
species reported included fish, rodents, lagomorphs, reptiles,
birds, and a tarantula. Approximately 57% of participants
were the primary caretaker of at least one of the pets with
whom they reported living within the past year. Further,
97.4% of our sample stated they consider at least one of
their pets as a family member, with only three participants
indicating that they did not consider their pet to be a member
of the family.
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Table 2. Qualitative Interview Question Guide.

For those who lived with a pet or companion animal in the last
12 months:

I. Do you have a pet in mind? Tell me about the pet.

2. Talk about your relationship with the pet / animal you have
lived with.

3. What does your relationship with this pet mean to you?

4. When you think about the impact that the pet has on you, how
would you describe that?

5. When you think about your journey as an LGBTQ™ young person,
what role does the pet play, if any, in that journey?

6. When you think about other relationships in your life, what impact
does the pet have on
those relationships?

7. Have you faced any barriers or challenges to having pets in your life?
If so, talk about those.

8. Have you experienced anything that has helped or supported your
ability to have pets in your life? If so, talk about those.

9. Is there anything else that you think it would be important to share
with us about your experience of having a pet or living in a
household with a pet?

Design and Procedures

For those who met eligibility criteria, we offered a choice of
completing an interview in a private location on a university
campus or in a private space at a community partner agency.
A majority of interviews (108) were conducted in a private
office space within a university building and nine took place
in a community agency. Each interview was conducted by one
of 11 research assistants (four undergraduate students, seven
graduate students). Ninety-seven percent of the interviews
were conducted by project staff who were emerging adults and
identified as a sexual and/or gender minority; 3% of interviews
were conducted by emerging adults who did not identify as a
member of the LGBTQ" community. All interviewers received
extensive training prior to conducting any interviews; this
involved reviewing a PowerPoint presentation on LGBTQ™
identities and interviewing techniques and role-playing with a
project coordinator or trained team member. Additionally, all
interviewers were provided with a detailed packet that
described interview procedures and were instructed to bring
this to every interview. There was no or minimal (e.g., a
research assistant may have recognized someone from a
community event but did not know them) preexisting relation-
ship with the participants; project staff did not conduct inter-
views with participants with whom they were familiar due to
immersion in the local LGBTQ" community. Interviewers
wore name tags with their name and pronouns during their
interactions with participants, but did not disclose whether or
not they identified as LGBTQ™ unless they were asked by the
participant and felt comfortable sharing that information.

Interview procedures. At the beginning of each interview,
research assistants explained the purpose of the study and com-
pleted the informed consent process. All participants began the

interview process by completing a quantitative survey. Partici-
pants who indicated they had lived with a pet in the past year
were then invited to complete a qualitative interview. Research
assistants began the qualitative portion of the study by explain-
ing the interview process and asking permission to record the
interview via an audio-recording device. The qualitative inter-
view consisted of nine questions related to the participant’s
experience of living with a pet (see Table 2). These questions
were developed by the principal investigator in consultation
with two LGBTQ™ identified social work faculty with experi-
ence working with LGBTQ" youth and emerging adults.
Moreover, research assistants who identified as LGBTQ"
emerging adults and representatives from our community part-
nerships were given the opportunity to provide feedback on the
questions, which were refined based on their feedback. At the
beginning of the interview, participants were instructed to
speak about the pet(s) they felt closest to when answering the
interview questions. After the interview was completed, the
research assistant provided the participant with monetary com-
pensation ($50). On average, interviews took approximately
10 minutes to complete. IRB-approved crisis protocol was
established to provide guidance if participants expressed state-
ments regarding harm or threat of harm to themselves or others,
potential suicidal ideation or mental distress, unmet basic
needs (e.g., food, shelter), and animal cruelty. No disclosures
required mandated reporting. All participants were offered a
resource list of LGBTQ™, mental health, and animal welfare
supports in the area at the end of the interview.

Analytic Procedures

All audio-recordings were later transcribed by one of seven
research assistants; a second research assistant checked the
transcribed interview against the audio recording to confirm all
information was accurate and any identifying information was
removed. The principal investigator conducted regular
spot-checks of the transcriptions each week. These processes
were used to monitor and promote fidelity of the interview pro-
cedures. Transcripts were analyzed in ATLAS.ti (Version
7) using the process of template analysis (Brooks et al.,
2015; King, 2012), which guided our analytic strategy. This
method is applicable to a wide range of epistemologies and
involves a series of analytic steps through which the researcher
codes data and develops a series of templates (King, 2012). The
initial template can either be developed from a priori codes
derived from the study’s research questions, theory, or from the
data itself via the process of in-vivo coding (Brooks et al.,
2015; King, 2012). In our study, the template was built from
three processes, each of which was completed by different
research team members to avoid bias. In the first process, two
of the team members independently created a template of a
priori codes suggested from the literature. Then, two other team
members created a template of a priori codes suggested by a
summary of the qualitative interviews. The third process
involved four team members in-vivo coding a total of 24
randomly selected transcripts from the 117 transcripts that
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comprised the data set. In-vivo coding involves creating codes
taken directly from the participant’s own words (Saldana,
2012). This third process was completed to ensure that the
voices of the participants were prominent within the main tem-
plate. Members of the team kept reflexivity memos throughout
the coding process to record how they were interpreting codes
and to inform group discussions when disagreements emerged.

Next, in-vivo codes were refined to create a list of salient
codes found across the randomly selected transcripts. The main
template was then developed by comparing and contrasting the
three templates (codes suggested from the literature, codes sug-
gested from summary, and in-vivo codes) and generating a
template to apply to the entire data set. This combined template
was then applied to 40 randomly selected transcripts. The cod-
ing team consisted of four students and each transcript was
coded by two coders to ensure that the template was compre-
hensive (Krippendorph’s oo = .71). The coding team then met
with the principal investigator (first author) and third author
to discuss necessary modifications to the template. Three of the
original four coders then proceeded to code the remaining tran-
scripts (two coders per transcript) in two batches of approxi-
mately 40 transcripts, modifying the template between
batches to incorporate new codes so as to ensure that the voices
of all the participants were echoed in the final template and
study findings. The fourth coder then merged all coded tran-
scripts together and resolved code discrepancies. The final
template consisted of 54 codes; inter-rater reliability was .81.

Identification of themes. Next, we examined the data for satura-
tion and frequency of each code across interviews, ensuring
that retained codes were reported by several participants and
were not reflective of outlier experiences (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). The first, second, and third author met to determine
commonalities among codes. We used an inductive analysis
approach to identify themes (Terry et al., 2017). Codes were
classified into thematic groups based on common patterns in
the data and were triangulated with existing literature on HAI
science and emerging adulthood development to further sup-
port the classification of thematic groups (Creswell & Poth,
2016).

Results

All participants in the sample described positive aspects of
living with pets. Across 117 transcripts, segments reflecting
positive aspects of relationships with pets were coded
1,678 times. Obstacles associated with living with pets were
coded 318 times across transcripts, with 88.9% of the sample
describing some form of stress or risk associated with living
with pets.

Research Question |—Pets as Supports to Wellbeing

Theme |: Pets as a buffer to life stressors. Nearly all participants
(98.9%) described how their pets helped them cope with gen-
eral life stressors. Many elaborated on the mechanisms through

which their pet assisted in their coping process, highlighting the
role of the pet’s ability to provide emotional support (45.3%),
facilitate positive emotions, and assist in their ability to regu-
late negative emotions (65.8%). Relatedly, many participants
recounted how their pets provide comfort in stressful or uncer-
tain times (57.3%); the importance of pets’ ability to provide
physical affection and touch was often discussed (53.8%). In
addition, many participants highlighted that they appreciated
the consistency, companionship, and stable form of uncondi-
tional love that characterized their relationship with their
pet (72.6%).

Subtheme: SGM Minority Stress. Although many youths spoke
to pets as a buffer to general life stressors, a majority (73.5%)
also provided rich examples of how pets were unique and
valued forms of support in the context of specific minority
stressors. Most often, these descriptions included examples of
how their pet helped them cope with identity-based discrimina-
tion, rejection, and microaggressions from peers, friends, and/
or family members and/or contributed to their resilience as an
LGBTQ" person. For example, one participant described:

A lot of times I felt very, very isolated. Uh, um, my parents didn’t
find out until this year that [ was gay, um, but my dog has always
been there at points where my mom would say really nasty com-
ments about lesbians or really nasty comments about gay people,
um, it would really, really upset me, so my dog has always been
there to be able to comfort me, um. Also in life as well, at points
where people would say really nasty things about gay people either
online or in person, she’s been there too, where I can fall back on
and feel, feel like—cause there are points where you just don’t
wanna talk about the issue...So my dog being someone that
I don’t have to talk to, I can just be with her, and she can just com-
fort me some, has been very helpful in my journey.—20-year-old,
lesbian, nonbinary participant

The role of pets as a non-judgmental and affirming confidant,
and the importance of having this support, was also evident
across many interviews (60.0%), particularly in the context
of the coming-out process, which is exemplified in the
following two quotes:

More so just comfort. My family isn’t the most accepting of me
being trans, let alone when I came out in high school as a lesbian,
because I liked girls, but I wasn’t out as trans at that point. So,
when I would get into arguments with my parents or when
I would have just like, a rough day at school, I would have my dog
and she’d be there to comfort me. We’d go outside and play.—
19-year-old, heterosexual, transgender man

Um so I’d say in like conversations with, I’d say it’s more of
a support thing, when I went home and I had the conversation
with my parents and I was like “yo, I’'m a lesbian,” . .. my dog
was sitting next to me and like, they are like, a diffuser of situa-
tions. Oh, we’re having this really intense conversation and
then like [Dog Name] sighs because he’s sleepy and it’s like
oh there’s that dog that we all love. Um, and also just like there
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are a lot of stressors like growing up as an LGBTQ™ kid and
like things that you like experience that not everyone does and
like just like ways that your identity is questioned and invali-
dated and I think like if I would’ve come home and like not had
dogs to hug, my life would look very different.... it’s just
really nice to be able to hug this animal and be like no matter
what I’m just this dog’s human, you know?—21-year-old, who
identified with several sexualities and gender identities (i.e.,
lesbian, queer, genderfluid, cisgender woman)

Theme 2: HAI as a mechanism for coping with mental health. The
challenges of coping with mental health symptoms, particularly
anxiety, depression, and related suicide ideation, were preva-
lent in participants’ narratives about their relationship with
their pet (41.9%). For example, one participant stated:

Um, and I just felt like, really like I wanted to die in that
moment, . . . he, um, like he relies on me so much, like for caregiv-
ing, that I felt like if I died there wasn’t going to be anyone left to
care for him. And so um, it just, like, kept me from acting on my
thoughts and um, I just felt like he needed me so I couldn’t um,
think those thoughts anymore.—21-year-old, cisgender woman,
who identified with multiple sexualities (i.e. lesbian, bisexual,
queer), speaking about a cat

Another participant explained that:

She’s [dog] um, helped me be able to get out of the house on a daily
basis when I’m depressed, and actually feel like going to school,
and going shopping, ‘cause I know I need to get things for her, and
coincidentally get things for myself. And just feeding her in the
morning, feeding her at night reminds me to eat and take my
medication.—21-year-old, bisexual and queer, transgender man

As demonstrated in the previous quote, many participants
identified that the sense of stability in routine and sense of
purpose that caring for the pet provided, played a significant
role in developing healthy behaviors and overcoming mental
health challenges.

Theme 3: Pets as purpose. The sense of purpose derived from
caring for pets emerged in more than half (59.0%) of the inter-
views. Key features of the role of pets in self-purpose included
their ability to facilitate a sense of feeling needed (16.2%) and a
sense of belongingness (41.9%), which often manifested from
the responsibility and structure needed to care for the pet. In
addition, participants often described scenarios that exempli-
fied how pets contributed to self-efficacy. For example, one
participant stated:

Um, she gives me something to like, like every morning when
I wake up and I like, go downstairs and I let her out and stuff, she
gives me something to like take care of, some kind of sense of like,
almost like, not mothering obviously, but ya know, caretaking or
something. | feel like I’'m responsible for her and she relies on
me so it makes me feel kind of needed. It’s my, like, job, in a nice

way. I like having a task to do.—19-year-old, lesbian, cisgender
woman, speaking about a rabbit

Theme 4: Pets as an aspect of identity. Participants’ accounts of
how pets helped them develop a sense of purpose often over-
lapped with the role of pets as a part of the person’s identity and
positive self-regard (39.3%), which emerged as another theme
in our data. For example, a participant stated:

Cause I think I have trouble sometimes seeing myself as a good
person, and like, having an animal in my life where that’s all
I'am to her is a good person who loves her kind of helps me reframe
how I think about myself.—20-year-old, bisexual, cisgender
woman, speaking about a cat

In addition to describing the pets as a core feature of personal
self, pets were described as an aspect of identity (10.3%), par-
ticularly in the context of being a family member (21.4%) and,
in some cases, the participant’s child (18.8%). One participant
explained, “I think he’s definitely family. I think he’s defi-
nitely like a part of me; he’s just a different extension of me”
(18-year-old, pansexual, transgender man, speaking about a
dog). Another stated, “It’s almost kind of like a personality trait
of me that I, like, have this cat” (21-year-old, pansexual, trans-
gender man). Sometimes this sense of identity was described as
reciprocal in nature. One participant noted, “Um, I think I was
definitely like, his [cat’s] person. Like, among anyone in the
house, like . .. um, like he’d always like, sleep in my bed. And
like, be at my side and stuff. He was like, my ride or die”
(20-year-old, bisexual, nonbinary participant).

Theme 5: Promoting social capital. A majority of participants
(65.8%) also described living with pets in relation to social cap-
ital, often noting the role of animals in facilitating positive rela-
tionships, interpersonal trust, and building social networks.
Pets were identified as a helpful conversation topic that facili-
tated healthy family interactions (18.8%). One person stated:

Living in a household with a pet is a relief. . .in my household,
there’s a lot of tension. There’s a lot of emotions being directed
from people to people, and just having the cat provides, like, some-
thing to talk about other than the more heavy-handed subjects. Um,
it provides, like, a comedic relief, and overall, I think, the presence
of my cat, it just, also allowed some of my family members to bring
out their more tender sides to the surface.
—21-year-old, pansexual, nonbinary participant

Participants also described how pets helped them navigate
new types of social relationships that are typical in emerging
adulthood, such as romantic partners, roommates, and new
peers. Many of these accounts suggested that pets helped youth
to find common ground with others and served as a conversa-
tion starter and a means to diffuse tension (32.5%). This is
exemplified in the following two quotes:

I find that um, pets tend to be a great way to start conversations
with other people who you otherwise might not be able to. Like
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my current boyfriend, our first conversation was about cats, and as
someone who was like, newly out, and newly in the queer commu-
nity, having a comfortable topic that isn’t dealing with uh, sexual
identity, sexual orientation or gender identity, is very helpful in
navigating the community.—18-year-old, bisexual, genderqueer
participant

[Pets] can sort of be diffusers of tension um, because they’re, like
I said, neutral and happy. Just oblivious to problems. Um, so they
can defuse tension whether it’s with my roommates, um, it can be a
bonding experience with several people. Um, and it can—the same
thing with my family.—20-year-old, lesbian, nonbinary partici-
pant, speaking about a dog and cat

Research Question 2—Pets as Risks to Wellbeing

Theme 6: Caregiving burden. Participants (63.2%) provided
robust accounts of how caregiving was a burden that impacted
their life, including access to basic needs. Within this theme,
subthemes emerged including: (a) the role of pets in contribut-
ing to economic insecurity (42.7%), (b) pets as a barrier to
accessing housing (32.4%), and (c) generalized stress associ-
ated with being a pet’s caregiver (32.5%). Meeting pets’ needs,
such as medical and behavioral health issues, was a notable
concern in the context of managing finances. For example, one
person stated, “Him and most of the other pets I’ve had have
had some pretty severe medical issues, so that was like, kind
of like emotionally and financially difficult” (20-year-old,
bisexual, nonbinary participant, speaking about a cat). This
also created caregiving burdens that negatively influenced time
management. Another person explained:

It’s also like, now she needs a lot more attention than she used to.
She has to go to the bathroom frequently. Um, she has to take her
insulin twice a day. She always has to have food, like, because
she’s losing so much weight, because of the diabetes.... She
always has to have like, more than enough bowls of water because
she drinks so much.—20-year-old, lesbian, nonbinary participant,
speaking about a dog

In some cases, financial burdens associated with pets required
young people to navigate and rely on relationships with family
members for financial assistance, even when those relation-
ships were unhealthy, complicated, or generally negative. In
addition, some participants expressed that stress related to the
lack of an alternative caregiver for their pet (4.3%) was a con-
tributing factor to their sense of caregiving burden, such as the
following example:

Sometimes it was difficult if I needed to leave or like go out of
town. ... you have to make arrangements and that can be stressful.
Or just leaving her alone for too long obviously, like there’d be
some days where I’d have to be um, gone for like a while, .. .I
worked basically every day.—20-year-old, gay, transgender man,
speaking about a dog

Theme 7: Psychological stress due to animal-related trauma. More
than half of the sample (52.1%) described psychological stress

associated with loss, potential loss, and/or harm to their pet; in
some cases, this was related to traumatic (10.3%), or poten-
tially traumatic, experiences. Although these experiences often
overlapped with Theme 6, they emerged as a distinct finding in
our thematic analysis. Across interviews, there were a wide
variety of situations and experiences that contributed to psy-
chological stress, including injuries to pets by other animals
in the community (e.g., off-leash dogs), animal cruelty by fam-
ily members, and acute and anticipatory grief related to animal
death and/or medical issues (47.86%). One participant
recounted:

When he [cat] was having those health issues, ... had a lot of
panic over whether I could, like, financial issues, but also like, the
thought of losing him was just really unbearable, and um like,
I rearranged my whole schedule and my um, life, so that I could
take him to the vet immediately. And I had a lot of panic and anxi-
ety over that situation.

—21-year-old, cisgender woman, who identified with multiple
sexualities (i.e., lesbian, bisexual, queer)

Some participants highlighted that they ruminated on thoughts
related to when their pet would die, and how they would adjust
to that life transition (e.g., “I think too much about them [dogs]
dying, I wish I didn’t. That really scares me,” 20-year-old, pan-
sexual and queer nonbinary participant). Participants’ accounts
of psychological stress often included feelings of guilt and
shame, particularly as it pertained to not being able to meet
pets’ needs and/or protect or care for them. For example, when
discussing relinquishment of a pet, one participant stated:

I moved in with my sibling and they already had two cats, and like,
the landlord um, didn’t really want more than two, so um, and
I didn’t want her to go to the bathroom in the new house that had
a lot of carpet and furniture that was provided to us. So, um, I had
to get rid of her, and it was a really hard process of trying to rehome
her, and um, find someone else who would love her as much as
I did.—21-year-old, who identified with several sexualities and
gender identities (i.e., pansexual, queer, genderqueer, nonbinary),
speaking about a cat

Interestingly, one participant expressed struggles reconciling
the realization of the intersection between their own trauma and
that of their pet’s:

My dad was abusive, and um, he would sometimes take the anger
on the animal, and I was not aware of that until a later age. . . . [it]
terrifies me to know, like, that would be inflicted on an animal.
And my animal, specifically. So to know that was happening when
I was, like, younger and then to know, oh my bird isn’t like, people
wanna hold it but like, he just doesn’t like to be picked up. So, to
know, like, oh, birds have trauma too.—20-year-old, lesbian,
cisgender woman

Theme 8: Pets as an obstacle to building relationships. Nearly a
quarter of our sample (24.8%) described living with pets as
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an obstacle to building and maintaining relationships with
peers, family members, intimate partners, and/or roommates.
In this context, pets’ behavioral issues and personalities were
often referenced. One participant stated that:

Because a lot of people see how scared [the dogs] are, and then for
some reason—which, I don’t get this, but for some reason, they start
being hostile towards them . . .. And, I realize it’s, like, an insecur-
ity thing for that person, but I’ve literally had like friends be like,
they haven’t straight out said they don’t come to my house any-
more because my dogs don’t like them, but it’s very like, evident
that, the fact that my dogs are scared of them, really bothers
them.—20-year-old, lesbian, cisgender woman

Other people’s allergies to pets were also noted as a factor that
caused difficulties and/or barriers to relationships. One person
explained, “I’m seeing somebody right now who’s allergic to
cats, and they always push my cat off the bed and shut it out
of the room, and I’'m like, can’t be long term, sorry, cat comes
with me” (21-year-old, lesbian, cisgender woman). Another
participant expressed that, due to their bond with their pet, they
expect other people to adjust their behavior and/or compromise
their wellbeing when socializing at their home. Specifically,
they stated:

I think I’'m just skeptical of anyone who says they’re allergic to cats
now. Because I’'m allergic to cats, and I have a cat. And so I'm just
like, I think you just need to power through it. They’re like, oh
I can’t come over.... I’'m like, everyone in this house is allergic
to cats, so I'm gonna need you to take some Claritin.—
21-year-old transgender man, who identified with several sexuali-
ties (i.e., bisexual, queer, asexual)

In addition, several participants indicated that if someone did
not like their pet, they were more likely to be wary of them
or avoid them altogether.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first qualitative study aimed at
understanding how relationships with pets contribute to resili-
ence and risk in SGM emerging adults. Our analysis was
guided by two research questions: 1) in what ways does living
with a companion animal support wellbeing among SGM
emerging adults? and 2) in what ways does living with a com-
panion animal pose risks to wellbeing among SGM emerging
adults? With respect to our first research question, we found
five themes (percentage of participants who experienced each):
pets as a buffer to stress (98.9%), pets as a coping mechanism
for mental health (41.9%), pets as purpose (59%), pets as iden-
tity (39.3%), and pets as social capital (65.8%). Three themes
emerged in relation to research question two: caregiver burden
(63.2%), animal-related psychological stress (52.1%), and pets
as barriers to relationships (24.8%).

The results of our study support a central hypothesis in the
HALI field: in the context of past and/or current adversity,
aspects of HAI, such as bonds and attachment, may confer

unique and pronounced benefits in relation to human health and
wellbeing (Hawkins et al., 2019; Matijczak et al., 2021). Our
work also extends much of the literature on HAI to date and
provides evidence that overt and subtle stressors that are
disproportionately prevalent among marginalized and/or
minority groups and their effects on emerging adult transitions
may be exacerbated by several aspects of the human-animal
bond and multispecies cohabitation. Consideration for the
potential role of pet-related stressors on emerging adult devel-
opment has been relatively absent to date (Graham et al., 2018;
Matijczak et al., 2021). Although all of the participants spoke
to positive aspects of living with pets, nearly 90% endorsed
related stress. This high endorsement rate indicates the preva-
lence of potential risks associated with pet ownership in this
population and the importance of accounting for the intersec-
tion of HAl-related supports and stressors in practice and
research with SGM emerging adult communities.

Pets and Wellbeing

Participants’ accounts of the mechanisms through which their
pets provided support to their wellbeing mirrored many of the
hypotheses of the HAI field to date. The most prevalent theme
in our data was the role of pets in buffering stress, including
SGM-specific adversities. Research on HAI in both child and
adult populations indicates that pets provide psychological and
health benefits by aiding in regulating stress through emotional
comfort and social support (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry &
Vandagriff, 2019). It is this stress-buffering effect of HAI that
may help to protect against negative affect, emotional dysregu-
lation, and related mental health outcomes (e.g., depression;
Pendry & Vandagriff, 2020); emerging adults in our sample
recognized these beneficial aspects of HAI and how their pet(s)
influenced their ability to cope with various forms of stress.
Thus, for most participants, our data suggest that time spent
with pets reflects a healthy coping behavior with the capacity
to promote wellbeing. This finding is promising given SGM
emerging adults are at greater risk of engaging in risky and dan-
gerous behaviors (e.g., unprotected sex, binge drinking, sub-
stance use, suicide, non-suicidal self-injury) as a means of
coping with SGM-related adversity and other stressors, partic-
ularly in the context of low social support (Gonzales &
Henning-Smith, 2017; Salvatore & Daftary-Kapur, 2020).
Relatedly, participants recognized the role of HAI in coping
with mental health challenges. Although the psychophysiologi-
cal benefits of HAI were often referenced in the context of cop-
ing, participants also provided practical examples of how
pet-related responsibilities, such as feeding, walking, and gen-
eral care-taking activities, offered stability of routine that fos-
tered healthy coping and mental wellness. Our finding that
pet-related routines helped support medication management
also mirrors prior studies demonstrating that youths’ involve-
ment and responsibility in caring for animals and household
pets may translate to better management of their own health
needs, particularly those requiring routines like daily medica-
tion (Maranda & Gupta, 2016; Maranda et al., 2015). Our
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findings also mirror those of previous studies that identify the
importance of pets as non-judgmental confidants and stable
sources of emotional support; multiple studies suggest that
relationships and bonds with companion animals may help to
ameliorate loneliness, remedy negative impacts of social isola-
tion (Gee et al., 2017; Graham & Glover, 2014; Krause-Parello
et al., 2019; Wells, 2019; Wood et al., 2017), and promote
social connection with other humans (McNicholas & Collis,
2000; McNicholas et al., 2005; Wood et al., 2005).

An unanticipated finding was the importance of pets for
SGM emerging adults’ sense of purpose (Theme 3), which
emerged in more than half of our interviews. This theme is
related to Theme 2, in that participants reported feeling that
their pet depended on them and the responsibilities associated
with pet caretaking gave them a sense of purpose which helped
them cope with mental health symptoms. The work of Hill and
colleagues (2016) underscores the importance of these find-
ings. They found that emerging adults’ purpose in life scores
were associated with qualities that may be protective in relation
to issues with poor self-image and depression. This is important
given that SGM people are more likely to have a negative sense
of self and experience hopelessness (Potoczniak et al., 2007;
Saewyc et al., 2008; Safren & Pantalone, 2006). In addition, the
theme pets as purpose crossed over with the theme pets as an
aspect of identity. This intersection resonates with quantitative
research suggesting that among emerging adults, identity and
purpose are significantly intertwined elements of the “self”
(Sumner et al., 2015). It is notable however, that prior research
suggests purpose is related to more aspects of wellbeing than
identity (Sumner et al., 2015). Considered within the context
of this other research, our themes, pets as a coping mechanism
for mental health, pets as purpose, and pets as identity, suggest
that companion animals may be protective for SGM emerging
adults’ wellbeing. Further HAI research with SGM emerging
adults is needed to ascertain this suggestion.

Our findings also support prior HAI studies documenting
the importance of pets in promoting social capital among
humans (Wood et al., 2017). In today’s society, having a pet
can be a way to connect and engage with others; animal com-
panions are a popular topic that offer a foundation to begin a
conversation or make small talk, to meet up at the dog park,
or encourage friends to come over to play with your rabbit
while you hang out. However, given some of the challenges
of having a pet (such as costs and potential need for parental
or roommate consent), not all young people have access to a
pet. Additionally, given all of the benefits of being around
animals (Graham et al., 2019; Siebenbruner, 2019), it makes
sense that having a pet could be seen as a form of social capital.
Indeed, pet ownership has been associated with higher social
capital, particularly among adult dog-owners (Graham &
Glover, 2014; Wood et al., 2017). Further, there is evidence
that individuals are perceived as more friendly and trustworthy
when in the presence of a companion animal (Guéguen & Cic-
cotti, 2008; Wells & Perrine, 2001). With many SGM emerging
adults having experienced discrimination and violence
(Kosciw et al., 2018; Toomey et al., 2013), being disconnected

from their family of origin, and/or experiencing a lack of secure
housing (Durso & Gates, 2012), being able to have access to a
pet (whether their own or having a friend with a pet) could
serve as a way to foster connections, develop new friendships
and relationships, and diffuse emotional tension in groups of
SGM young adults and their friends. This was reflected in our
findings, in that participants reported pets serving as a safe
topic for conversation with family and peers and a shared activ-
ity to facilitate interactions with others.

Pets and Risks to Wellbeing

Despite the potential benefits of HAI, our findings support
prior research with other vulnerable groups and indicate that
difficulties related to caring for and living with pets are salient
and influential experiences that have the potential to compro-
mise wellbeing; associated emotional and financial burdens
often play a key role in this risk, particularly in the context
of already stressful scenarios (Applebaum, Tomlinson, et al.,
2020; Collins et al., 2018). As previously discussed, a recent
study of SGM emerging adults found that exposure to interper-
sonal microaggressions was positively associated with depres-
sion when participants reported medium or high levels, but not
low levels of comfort derived from pets (Matijczak et al.,
2021). Results of our thematic analysis indicate several poten-
tial explanations for this finding, including the potential inter-
section of pet attachment with caregiver burden, animal-related
trauma, and the impact of pet-related conflicts on human rela-
tionships; these factors were not accounted for in the aforemen-
tioned study. It is possible that highly attached people
experience more burden or social conflicts associated with their
dedication to their pet, and that the protective aspects of HAI
may be compromised in these situations.

Our results suggest that caregiver burden may influence how
emerging adults benefit, or do not benefit, from their bonds
with pets. Indeed, more than 60% of our sample recounted sali-
ent experiences of caregiver burden. It is well documented that
caregiver burden exacerbates psychological distress among
those who care for human family members; moreover, care-
giver mental health and caregiver burden are strongly associ-
ated (Bartolo et al., 2010; de Oliveira et al., 2015). Similar
findings have emerged in studies of pet owners. For example,
in a study of owners of pets with suspected cancer, Shaevitz
et al. (2020) found that caregiver burden correlated with higher
stress, greater symptoms of depression, and lower quality of
life. It is possible that these associations may be even more pro-
nounced in SGM caregivers of pets, given their disproportion-
ate risk for psychological distress and reduced access to social
support and economic resources. Caregiver burden also
extends beyond the context of concerns about pets’ health.
Some pet owners may have unrealistic expectations for their
pets, setting them up for disappointment, frustration, and stress.
Caring for and accommodating a pet exhibiting problematic
behaviors can lead to hardships and resulting negative impacts
on wellbeing (Applebaum, Tomlinson, et al., 2020; Buller &
Ballantyne, 2020). Our findings suggest that behavioral issues
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can become especially salient during stressful times. When
emerging adults do not have resources to address the behavior,
this can impact access to housing and relationships with other
household members, such as partners and roommates.

About one-third of respondents mentioned stressors related
to housing. In particular, participants described experiences
with, or anxiety about, finding and maintaining pet-friendly
housing. Further, some respondents discussed having to get rid
of their pets in order to maintain housing. These findings are
consistent with previous literature reflecting an association
between pet ownership and both actual and perceived housing
instability, particularly among those who are economically vul-
nerable or otherwise marginalized (Graham et al., 2018; Power,
2017; Rose et al., 2020). For those who are unwilling to sepa-
rate from their pets, inability to access housing could result in
homelessness. In some cases, pet-owning individuals experien-
cing homelessness will remain unhoused and forgo service use
in order to avoid separation from their pets, putting themselves
into potentially unsafe situations (Kim, 2019; Rhoades et al.,
2015). Given the economic burden related to pet ownership
among the emerging adult respondents, this could pose a seri-
ous concern for housing stability, and subsequently, detrimen-
tal impacts on health and wellbeing.

Respondents also discussed pet-related stressors around
financial security and independence. Previous research has
underscored the risks associated with pet ownership as a conse-
quence of limited social and economic resources, including
negative consequences such as the delaying or avoiding of
healthcare in order to care for pets (Applebaum, Adams,
et al., 2020; Canady & Sansone, 2019). Expenses for pet sup-
plies and care were specifically invoked, such as the financial
strain associated with paying for medication and unexpected
veterinary bills. Veterinary care is indeed costly, and access
can be a challenge for those with limited financial resources
(LaVallee et al., 2017). In some cases, an unexpected expense,
such as an emergency visit to a veterinarian, could hypotheti-
cally limit individuals’ ability to afford their own basic needs,
like food or medication. In the interest of managing competing
expenses when resources are limited, SGM young people may
be faced with difficult choices around retaining or relinquish-
ing their pet(s). For those who share a strong bond with their
pet or otherwise benefit from the relationship, the loss of a pet
via relinquishment or otherwise could result in compromised
wellbeing. This aligns with our finding that more than half of
our sample experienced psychological stress as a result of
animal-related trauma, such as pet relinquishment and loss.

An unexpected finding that emerged from our study was that
nearly a quarter of participants reported that their pets were a
barrier to the development of peer and family relationships.
Our study highlights an underexplored area in emerging adult
and HAI research; there have been many studies investigating
the mechanisms through which pets may facilitate social inter-
action and the building of social networks (McNicholas &
Collis, 2000; Wood et al., 2017), but few studies have investi-
gated ways in which pets may create stress and disagreement
among individuals. To our knowledge, the only study that has

investigated this with an emerging adult population supported
our findings in that some participants reported that their pet
caused conflict in their relationships, particularly with their
romantic partner (Graham et al., 2019). This could be an espe-
cially harmful stressor for SGM emerging adults, who are at an
increased risk for familial and peer rejection (Kosciw et al.,
2013; Rosario & Scrimshaw, 2013). We found that participants
typically reported pet behavior and personality as the main rea-
son for the pet’s negative impact on their relationships. Consid-
ering evidence that finds that SGM individuals are more likely
to live in poverty than their heterosexual and cisgender peers
(Badgett et al., 2019), it is possible that SGM emerging adults
may have limited or reduced access to pet-training and
related behavioral services. Thus, one potential support that
may be important for SGM pet-owning emerging adults is
access to low-cost pet behavioral services. Further studies are
needed to understand the mechanisms that may lead to pets
negatively impacting relationship development during emer-
ging adulthood.

Limitations

Our study is subject to several limitations. Our sample for the
current study was limited to individuals living in or near a spe-
cific urban city in a southeastern region of the U.S. Interviews
were also conducted in person, which could have potentially
limited participation due to prospective participants’ ability
to find transportation. We also used a variety of recruitment
techniques and are unable to assess whether there are sample
characteristic differences across recruitment methods. During
interviews, participants were asked to focus on a pet that they
felt closest to when answering the qualitative questions, which
may have limited their ability to speak on their experiences
with all pets, if they lived with more than one. Participants may
have had strong relationships with multiple pets, and having
participants identify one pet for discussion may have limited
our ability to see the full spectrum of supports and stressors that
participants experienced living with multiple pets. Our inter-
view protocol did not specifically ask participants about per-
ceptions of their mental health or other experiences that
might have been useful. Though interviewers were informed
of how participants identified, interviewer identities were not
shared with participants, with the exception of pronouns. This
lack of transparency from the research team may have made
participants not as comfortable to discuss potentially difficult
topics during the interviews.

Implications for Practice & Future Research

Our study has several implications for clinical and community
practice with SGM emerging adults. First, it is important to
note the role that pets clearly play in both supporting and
affirming these young people, as well as adding potential stress
and burden to their lives. Given the role that pets play, it would
behoove mental health professionals to ask about their clients’
relationships with animals and if they have pets, perhaps even
including pets as a section on their intake form to initiate
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this conversation. In addition to asking about pets generally,
finding out more information about how the individual benefits
from this relationship could open pathways to discussions
around using caring for their pet(s) as a mindfulness activity
(i.e., stroking their fur, feathers, or scales, giving their pet a
bath, throwing and receiving back a ball, etc.), a way to remem-
ber to take medication, and as a conversation starter for
building relationships. Evidence suggests that mindfulness
interventions serve as an antidote to minority stress (Edwards
et al., 2014; Le & Proulx, 2015; Toomey & Anhalt, 2016), as
such, innovative professionals could teach their SGM emerging
adult clients to practice mindfulness with their pets as a poten-
tial added benefit to managing the challenges of oppression.
Additionally, practitioners should assess the challenges their
clients might face as a result of having a pet such as costs,
access to care, and housing concerns. If the client lives with
others such as family or housemates, and is concerned about
violence, ensuring that their pet(s) is included in any safety
planning is also a crucial step.

Human service professionals working with SGM emerging
adults should be prepared with local resources for low/no cost
vaccination clinics and veterinary services, SGM-friendly
veterinarians, pet friendly housing, support groups for pet loss,
and other such services. If a client does not have a pet, practi-
tioners can initiate a conversation regarding their interest in
having a pet, how to best prepare them in deciding whether
or not that is a good choice at that moment in time, as well
as the benefits and challenges that having an animal companion
might bring into an SGM emerging adult’s life. Community
and group-oriented professionals who host support groups or
drop-in centers might consider allowing SGM emerging adults
to either safely bring their pets, or at the least, talk about them
in group settings. Having visiting animals for those individuals
who do not have their own pets can also support their mental
health (Pendry & Vandagriff, 2019). In residential treatment
spaces, encouraging residents to put up pictures of their pets
and talk about them would be a way to include these meaning-
ful family members as part of treatment. Given the high rates of
homelessness among SGM youth (Morton et al., 2020; Norris
& Quilty, 2020), youth shelters should be very intentional
around their pet policies, and if they are not able to house pets,
should build partnerships with local agencies to offer fostering
of pets while their consumers are in transitional housing spaces.

SGM populations are typically underrepresented and
overlooked in HAI studies as evidenced by the field’s general
reliance on cis-heteronormative models of psychosocial devel-
opment (e.g., Purewal et al., 2017) and binary assumptions of
gender identity and sex (e.g., Siebenbruner, 2019; Staats
et al., 2008). Gaining more awareness of how HAI may benefit
SGM emerging adults is critical to advancing hypotheses and
future investigations regarding the mechanisms through which
HAI influences emerging adult health and development, partic-
ularly in the context of minority stress and related health dispa-
rities. There is substantial need for longitudinal research
intentionally designed to understand how these pet-related
stressors and supports interact over time in relation to outcomes

that disproportionately impact SGM communities. Future
quantitative studies may also benefit from exploring differ-
ences in HAI across SGM identities along with the intersection
of other historically underrepresented and/or marginalized
groups. We recommend participatory research methods, such
as photovoice, digital storytelling, and other arts-based meth-
odologies, which offer the opportunity for anyone, including
SGM emerging adults, to give a deeper glimpse into their
development and experience, as a starting point in informing
this work (Leavy, 2020). When done with a HAI focus, partici-
pants can include images and stories of their pets in an innova-
tive and authentic way, giving researchers the chance to more
clearly understand the role that these animal companions play
in their participants’ lives. Moreover, research shows that
community-engaged and participatory research is incredibly
useful in engaging members of the transgender and nonbinary
communities, who are often left out of traditional research
methods due to cissexism and heterocentrism in research
(DeChants et al., 2020).

Acknowledgments

Data collection for the LGBTQ" Youth Supports study was funded
by the VCU Presidential Research Quest Fund (PI: McDonald). The
research reported in this publication is supported by a National
Institute of Health, Health Disparities Loan Repayment Program
Award through the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development (1L60HD103238-01, PI: McDonald). We would like
to acknowledge the youth and young adults who participated in this
research by graciously sharing their stories. We also thank the staff
at Side by Side, Virginia League for Planned Parenthood, Nationz
Foundation, and Health Brigade for their contribution to this work and
continued investment in our project. We thank Drs. Alex Wagaman
and Traci Wike for their contributions to the research design and
supervision of research assistants during the planning process. The
content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not neces-
sarily represent the official views of the National Institutes of Health.

Author Contributions

McDonald, S. E. contributed to conception and design, contributed to
analysis and interpretation, drafted manuscript, critically revised
manuscript, gave final approval, and agrees to be accountable for
all aspects of work ensuring integrity and accuracy. Matijczak, A. con-
tributed to acquisition, analysis, and interpretation, drafted manu-
script, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval, agrees to
be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity and accuracy.
Nicotera, N. contributed to analysis and interpretation, drafted manu-
script, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval, and agrees to
be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity and accuracy.
Applebaum, J. W. contributed to interpretation, drafted manuscript,
critically revised manuscript, gave final approval, and agrees to be
accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity and accuracy.
Kremer, L. contributed to acquisition, analysis, and interpretation,
drafted manuscript, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval,
and agrees to be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity
and accuracy. Natoli, G. contributed to acquisition and analysis,
drafted manuscript, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval,
and agrees to be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity
and accuracy. O’Ryan, R. contributed to acquisition and analysis,



1020

Emerging Adulthood 10(4)

drafted manuscript, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval,
and agrees to be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity
and accuracy. Booth, L. J. contributed to acquisition and analysis,
drafted manuscript, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval,
and agrees to be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity
and accuracy. Murphy, J. L. contributed to acquisition, drafted manu-
script, critically revised manuscript, gave final approval, and agrees to
be accountable for all aspects of work ensuring integrity and accuracy.
Tomlinson, C. A. contributed to acquisition, critically revised manu-
script, gave final approval, and agrees to be accountable for all aspects
of work ensuring integrity and accuracy. Kattari, S. K. contributed to
interpretation, drafted manuscript, critically revised manuscript, gave
final approval, and agrees to be accountable for all aspects of work
ensuring integrity and accuracy.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The authors disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the
research and/or authorship of this article: Data collection for the
LGBTQ™ Youth Supports study was funded by the VCU Presidential
Research Quest Fund (PI: McDonald). The research reported in this
publication is supported by a National Institute of Health, Health
Disparities Loan Repayment Program Award through the National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development (1L60HD
103238-01, PI: McDonald).

ORCID iDs
Shelby E. McDonald (2 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6094-6234
Angela Matijczak (® https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6371-329X

Nicole Nicotera { https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7672-1021
Jennifer W. Applebaum (® https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8091-5344
Jennifer L. Murphy (2 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3101-8951
Camie A. Tomlinson (2 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7973-3295
Shanna K. Kattari (2 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3489-7058

Open Practices Statement

Data and materials for this study have not been made publicly avail-
able with the exception of the qualitative questions asked during the
interview. Data and materials are available upon request. The design
and analysis plans were not preregistered.

References

Antonacopoulos, N. M., & Pychyl, T. A. (2010). An examination of
the potential role of pet ownership, human social support and pet
attachment in the psychological health of individuals living alone.
Anthrozods, 23(1), 37-54. https://doi.org/10.2752/175303710X
12627079939143

Applebaum, J. W., Adams, B. A., Eliasson, M. N., Zsembik, B. A., &
McDonald, S. E. (2020). How pets factor into healthcare decisions
for COVID-19: A one health perspective. One Health, 11, Article
100176. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.0nehlt.2020.100176

Applebaum, J. W, Peek, C. W., & Zsembik, B. A. (2020). Examining
US pet ownership using the General Social Survey. The Social Sci-
ence Journal. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/
03623319.2020.1728507

Applebaum, J. W., Tomlinson, C. A., Matijczak, A., McDonald, S. E.,
& Zsembik, B. A. (2020). The concerns, difficulties, and stressors
of caring for pets during COVID-19: Results from a large survey of
U.S. pet owners. Animals, 10(10), Article 1882. https://doi.org/
10.3390/ani10101882

Aragon, S. R., Poteat, V. P., Espelage, D. L., & Koenig, B. W. (2014).
The influence of peer victimization on educational outcomes for
LGBTQ and non-LGBTQ high school students. Journal of LGBT
Youth, 11(1), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2014.
840761

Arnett, J. J., Zukauskiené, R., & Sugimura, K. (2014). The new life
stage of emerging adulthood at ages 18-29 years: Implications for
mental health. The Lancet Psychiatry, 1(7), 569-576. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S52215-0366(14)00080-7

Badgett, M. L., Choi, S. K., & Wilson, B. D. (2019). LGBT poverty in
the United States. In J. A. Reich (Ed.), The state of families: Law,
policy, and the meanings of relationships (pp. 385-388). Routle-
dge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429397868-75

Bartolo, M., De Luca, D., Serrao, M., Sinforiani, E., Zucchella, C., &
Sandrini, G. (2010). Caregivers burden and needs in community
neurorehabilitation. Journal of Rehabilitation Medicine, 42(9),
818-822. https://doi.org/10.2340/16501977-0612

Beetz, A., Uvnis-Moberg, K., Julius, H., & Kotrschal, K. (2012). Psy-
chosocial and psychophysiological effects of human-animal inter-
actions: The possible role of oxytocin. Frontiers in Psychology, 3,
Article 234. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00234

Better, A. (2013). Redefining queer: Women’s relationships and iden-
tity in an age of sexual fluidity. Sexuality & Culture, 18, 16-39.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-013-9171-8

Brooks, J., McCluskey, S., Turley, E., & King, N. (2015). The utility
of template analysis in qualitative psychology research.
Qualitative Research Psychology, 12(2), 202-222. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14780887.2014.955224

Buller, K., & Ballantyne, K. C. (2020). Living with and loving a pet
with behavioral problems: Pet owners’ experiences. Journal of
Veterinary Behavior, 37, 41-47. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.
2020.04.003

Canady, B., & Sansone, A. (2019). Health care decisions and delay of
treatment in companion animal owners. Journal of Clinical
Psychology in Medical Settings, 26(3), 313-320. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10880-018-9593-4

Cardoso, C., Kingdon, D., & Ellenbogen, M. A. (2014). A meta-
analytic review of the impact of intranasal oxytocin administration
on cortisol concentrations during laboratory tasks: Moderation
by method and mental health. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 49,
161-170. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psyneuen.2014.07.014

Chakrapani, V., Vijin, P. P., Logie, C. H.,, Newman, P. A.,
Shunmugam, M., Sivasubramanian, M., & Samuel, M. (2017).
Understanding how sexual and gender minority stigmas influence
depression among trans women and men who have sex with men in
India. LGBT Health, 4(3), 217-226. https://doi.org/10.1089/1gbt.
2016.0082

Christian, H. E., Westgarth, C., Bauman, A., Richards, E. A., Rhodes,
R. E., Evenson, K. R., Mayer, J. A., & Thorpe, R. J. (2013). Dog
ownership and physical activity: A review of the evidence.



McDonald et al.

1021

Journal of Physical Activity and Health, 10(5), 750-759. https://
doi.org/10.1123/jpah.10.5.750

Cochran, B. N., Stewart, A. J., Ginzler, J. A., & Cauce, A. M. (2002).
Challenges faced by homeless sexual minorities: Comparison of
gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender homeless adolescents with
their heterosexual counterparts. American Journal of Public
Health, 92(5), 773-777. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.92.5.773

Collins, E. A., Cody, A. M., McDonald, S. E., Nicotera, N., Ascione,
F. R., & Williams, J. H. (2018). A template analysis of intimate
partner violence survivors’ experiences of animal maltreatment:
Implications for safety planning and intervention. Violence Against
Women, 24(4), 452-476. https://doi.org/10.1177/107780121
7697266

Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qua-
litative inquiry. Theory into Practice, 39(3), 124—130. https://doi.
org/10.1207/s15430421tip3903_2

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and
research design: Choosing among five approaches. Sage.

Dall, P. M., Ellis, S. L. H., Ellis, B. M., Grant, P. M., Colyer, A., Gee,
N. R., Granat, M. H., & Mills, D. S. (2017). The influence of dog
ownership on objective measures of free-living physical activity
and sedentary behaviour in community-dwelling older adults:
A longitudinal case-controlled study. BMC Public Health, 17(1),
1-9. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4422-5

Dank, M., Yu, L., Yahner, J., Pelletier, E., Mora, M., & Conner, B. M.
(2015). Locked in: Interactions with the criminal justice and child
welfare systems for LGBTQ youth, YMSM, and YWSW who engage
in survival sex. Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/
publication/locked-interactions-criminal-justice-and-child-welfare-
systems-1gbtq-youth-ymsm-and-ywsw-who-engage-survival-sex

DeChants, J. P., Grant, J. M., & Kattari, S. K. (2020). Conducting
community-based participatory research with transgender/nonbin-
ary individuals and communities. In S. K. Kattari, N. E. Walls, L.
Kattari, & M. K. Kinney (Eds.), Social work and healthcare prac-
tice with transgender and nonbinary individuals and communities
(pp. 316-330). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429443
176-27

de Oliveira, G. R., Neto, J. F., de Camargo, S. M., Lucchetti, A. L. G.,
Espinha, D. C. M., & Lucchetti, G. (2015). Caregiving across the
lifespan: Comparing caregiver burden, mental health, and quality
of life. Psychogeriatrics, 15(2), 123-132. https://doi.org/10.1111/
psyg.12087

Doan Van, E. E., Mereish, E. H., Woulfe, J. M., & Katz-Wise, S. L.
(2019). Perceived discrimination, coping mechanisms, and effects
on health in bisexual and other non-monosexual adults. Archives of
Sexual Behavior, 48, 159—174. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-
018-1254-z

Durso, L. E., & Gates, G. J. (2012). Serving our youth: Findings from
a national survey of services providers working with lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender youth who are homeless or at risk of
becoming homeless. The Williams Institute. https://williamsinsti
tute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Serving-Our-Youth-July-
2012.pdf

Edwards, M., Adams, E. M., Waldo, M., Hadfield, O. D., & Biegel,
G. M. (2014). Effects of a mindfulness group on Latino adolescent
students: Examining levels of perceived stress, mindfulness, self-

compassion, and psychological symptoms. Journal for Specialists
in Group Work, 39, 145-163. https://doi.org/10.1080/01933922.
2014.891683

Ehlke, S. J., Braitman, A. L., Dawson, C. A., Heron, K. E., & Lewis,
R. J. (2020). Sexual minority stress and social support explain the
association between sexual identity with physical and mental
health problems among young lesbian and bisexual women. Sex
Roles, 83, 370-381. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-019-01117-w

Friedman, C. K., & Morgan, E. M. (2009). Comparing sexual-
minority and heterosexual young women’s friends and parents as
sources of support for sexual issues. Journal of Youth and Adoles-
cence, 38(7), 920-936. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-008-9361-0

Fulginiti, A., Rhoades, H., Mamey, M. R., Klemmer, C., Srivastava,
A., Weskamp, G., & Goldbach, J. T. (2020). Sexual minority
stress, mental health symptoms, and suicidality among LGBTQ
youth accessing crisis services. Journal of Youth and Adolescence.
Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-020-
01354-3

Gee, N. R., Mueller, M. K., & Curl, A. L. (2017). Human-animal
interactionand older adults: An overview. Frontiers in Psychology,
8, Article 1416. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01416

Gonzales, G., & Henning-Smith, C. (2017). Barriers to care among
transgender and gender nonconforming adults. The Milbank Quar-
terly, 95(4), 726-748. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0009.12297

Graham, T. M., & Glover, T. D. (2014). On the fence: Dog parks in the
(un)leashing of community and social capital. Leisure Sciences,
36(3), 217-234. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2014.888020

Graham, T. M., Milaney, K. J., Adams, C. L., & Rock, M. J. (2018).
“Pets negotiable”: How do the perspectives of landlords and prop-
erty managers compare with those of younger tenants with dogs?
Animals, 8(3), Article 32. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8030032

Graham, T. M., Milaney, K. J., Adams, C. L., & Rock, M. J. (2019).
Are millennials really picking pets over people? Taking a closer
look at dog ownership in emerging adulthood. Canadian Journal
of Family and Youth, 11(1), 202-227. https://doi.org/10.29173/
cjfy29454

Guéguen, N., & Ciccotti, S. (2008). Domestic dogs as facilitators in
social interaction: An evaluation of helping and courtship beha-
viors. Anthrozods, 21(4), 339-349. https://doi.org/10.2752/1753
03708X371564

Hall, W. J. (2018). Psychosocial risk and protective factors for depres-
sion among lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer youth: A systematic
review. Journal of Homosexuality, 65(3), 263-316. https://doi.org/
10.1080/00918369.2017.1317467

Hawkins, R. D., McDonald, S. E., O’Connor, K., Matijczak, A.,
Ascione, F. R., & Williams, J. H. (2019). Exposure to intimate
partner violence and internalizing symptoms: The moderating
effects of positive relationships with pets and animal cruelty expo-
sure. Child Abuse & Neglect, 98, Article 104166. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104166

Hill, L., Winefield, H., & Bennett, P. (2020). Are stronger bonds
better? Examining the relationship between the human—animal
bond and human social support, and its impact on resilience.
Australian Psychologist, 55(6), 729-738. https://doi.org/10.
1111/ap.12466



1022

Emerging Adulthood 10(4)

Hill, P. L., Edmonds, G. W., Peterson, M., Luyckx, K., & Andrews,
J. A. (2016). Purpose in life in emerging adulthood: Development
and validation of a new brief measure. The Journal of Positive Psy-
chology, 11(3), 237-245. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2015.
1048817

Kattari, S. K. (2019). Troubling binaries, boxes, and spectrums:
A galactic approach to queerness and crip-ness. QED: A Journal
in GLBTQ Worldmaking, 6(3), 136—142. https://doi.org/10.143
21/qed.6.3.0136

Kim, C. H. Y. (2019). Homelessness and animal companionship. In L.
Kogan & C. Blazina (Eds.), Clinician’s guide to treating companion
animal issues: Addressing human-animal interaction (pp. 365-378).
Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-812962-3.
00019-8

King, N. (2012). Doing template analysis. In C. Cassell & G. Symon
(Eds.), Qualitative organizational research: Core methods and
current challenges (pp. 426—450). Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/
9781526435620.n24

Kosciw, J. G., Greytak, E. A., Zongrone, A. D., Clark, C. M., &
Truong, N. L. (2018). The 2017 National School Climate Survey:
The experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
youth in our nation’s schools. GLSEN. https://www.glsen.org/site
s/default/files/2019-10/GLSEN-2017-National-School-Climate-
Survey-NSCS-Full-Report.pdf

Kosciw, J. G., Palmer, N. A., Kull, R. M., & Greytak, E. A. (2013).
The effect of negative school climate on academic outcomes for
LGBT youth and the role of in-school supports. Journal of School
Violence, 12(1), 45-63. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2012.
732546

Krause-Parello, C. A., Gulick, E. E., & Basin, B. (2019). Loneliness,
depression, and physical activity in older adults: The therapeutic
role of human—animal interactions. Anthrozods, 32(2), 239-254.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1569906

LaVallee, E., Mueller, M. K., & McCobb, E. (2017). A systematic
review of the literature addressing veterinary care for underserved
communities. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, 20(4),
381-394. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888705.2017.1337515

Leavy, P. (2020). Method meets art: Arts-based research practice.
Guilford.

Le, T. N., & Proulx, J. (2015). Feasibility of mindfulness-based inter-
vention for incarcerated mixed-ethnic Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander youth. Asian American Journal of Psychology, 6,
181-189. https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000019

Levine, G. N., Allen, K., Braun, L. T., Christian, H. E., Friedmann, E.,
Taubert, K. A., Thomas, S. A., Wells, D. L., & Lange, R. A.
(2013). Pet ownership and cardiovascular risk: A scientific state-
ment from the American Heart Association. Circulation,
127(23), 2353-2363. https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0b013e3
1829201el

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1986). But is it rigorous? Trustworthi-
ness and authenticity in naturalistic evaluation. New Directions for
Program Evaluation, 1986(30), 73—84. https://doi.org/10.1002/e
v.1427

Liu, R. T., & Mustanski, B. (2012). Suicidal ideation and self-harm in
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth. American Journal of

Preventive Medicine, 42(3), 221-228. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.a
mepre.2011.10.023

Maranda, L., & Gupta, O. T. (2016). Association between responsible
pet ownership and glycemic control in youths with Type 1 dia-
betes. PloS ONE, 11(4), Article e0152332. https://doi.org/10.13
71/journal.pone.0152332

Maranda, L., Lau, M., Stewart, S. M., & Gupta, O. T. (2015). A novel
behavioral intervention in adolescents with Type 1 diabetes melli-
tus improves glycemic control: Preliminary results from a pilot
randomized control trial. The Diabetes Educator, 41(2),
224-230. https://doi.org/10.1177/0145721714567235

Mathers, M., Canterford, L., Olds, T., Waters, E., & Wake, M. (2010).
Pet ownership and adolescent health: Cross-sectional population
study. Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health, 46, 729-735.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1754.2010.01830.x

Matijczak, A., McDonald, S. E., Tomlinson, C. A., Murphy, J. L., &
O’Connor, K. (2021). The moderating effect of comfort from com-
panion animals and social support on the relationship between
microaggressions and mental health in LGBTQ+ emerging adults.
Behavioral Sciences, 11(1), Article 1. https://doi.org/10.3390/
bs11010001

McConnell, A. R., Brown, C. M., Shoda, T. M., Stayton, L. E., &
Martin, C. E. (2011). Friends with benefits: On the positive conse-
quences of pet ownership. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 101(6), 1239-1252. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024506

McDonald, J. (2017). Queering methodologies and organizational
research: Disrupting, and exploring. Qualitative
Research in Organizations and Management, 12(2), 130-148.
https://doi.org/10.1108/QROM-06-2016-1388

McDonald, S. E., O’Connor, K., Matijczak, A., Murphy, J.,
Applebaum, J. W., Tomlinson, C. A., Wike, T., & Kattari, S.
(2021). Victimization and psychological wellbeing among sexual

critiquing,

and gender minority emerging adults: Testing the moderating role
of emotional comfort from companion animals. Journal for the
Society of Social Work and Research. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1086/713889

McDonald, S. E., Murphy, J. L., Tomlinson, C. A., Matijczak, A.,
Applebaum, J. W., Wike, T. L., & Kattari, S. K. (2021). Relations
between sexual and gender minority stress, personal hardiness, and
psychological stress in emerging adulthood: Examining indirect
effects via human-animal interaction. Youth & Society. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X21990044

McLaren, S. (2009). Sense of belonging to the general and lesbian
communities as predictors of depression among lesbians. Journal
of Homosexuality, 56, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1080/009183
60802551365

McLaren, S., Jude, B., & McLachlan, A. J. (2008). Sense of belonging
to the general and gay communities as predictors of depression
among Australian gay men. International Journal of Men’s Health,
7, 90-99. https://doi.org/10.3149/jmh.0701.90

McNicholas, J., & Collis, G. M. (2000). Dogs as catalysts for social
interactions: Robustness of the effect. British Journal of Psychol-
ogy, 91(1), 61-70. https://doi.org/10.1348/000712600161673

McNicholas, J., Gilbey, A., Rennie, A., Ahmedzai, S., Dono, J. A., &
Ormerod, E. (2005). Pet ownership and human health: A brief



McDonald et al.

1023

review of evidence and issues. BMJ, 331(7527), 1252-1254.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.331.7527.1252

Meyer, 1. H. (2003). Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in les-
bian, gay, and bisexual populations: Conceptual issues and
research evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 129(5), 674—697.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.5.674

Miller, S. C., Kennedy, C. C., DeVoe, D. C., Hickey, M., Nelson, T.,
& Kogan, L. (2009). An examination of changes in oxytocin levels
in men and women before and after interaction with a bonded dog.
Anthrozods, 22(1), 31-42. https://doi.org/10.2752/175303708X3
90455

Morgan, L., Protopopova, A., Birkler, R. I. D., Itin-Shwartz, B.,
Sutton, G. A., Gamliel, A., Yakobson, B., & Raz, T. (2020).
Human-dog relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic: Boom-
ing dog adoption during social isolation. Humanities and Social
Sciences Communications, 7, Article 155. https://doi.org/10.
1057/s41599-020-00649-x

Morton, M. H., Kugley, S., Epstein, R., & Farrell, A. (2020). Interven-
tions for youth homelessness: A systematic review of effectiveness
studies. Children and Youth Services Review, 116, Article 105096.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105096

Mustanski, B., Andrews, R., & Puckett, J. A. (2016). The effects of
cumulative victimization on mental health among lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender adolescents and young adults.
American Journal of Public Health, 106(3), 527-533. https://
doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302976

Nagasawa, M., Kikusui, T., Onaka, T., & Ohta, M. (2009). Dog’s gaze
at its owner increases owner’s urinary oxytocin during social inter-
action. Hormones and Behavior, 55(3), 434—441. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.yhbeh.2008.12.002

Norris, M., & Quilty, A. (2020). Unreal, unsheltered, unseen, unrec-
orded: The multiple invisibilities of LGBTQI+ homeless youth.
Critical Social Policy. Advance online publication. https://doi.o
rg/10.1177/0261018320953328

Paul, J. C., & Monahan, E. K. (2019). Sexual minority status and child
maltreatment: How do health outcomes among sexual minority
young adults differ due to child maltreatment exposure? Child
Abuse & Neglect, 96, Article 104099. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chiabu.2019.104099

Peacock, J., Chur-Hansen, A., & Winefield, H. (2012). Mental health
implications of human attachment to companion animals. Journal
of Clinical Psychology, 68(3), 292-303. https://doi.org/10.1002/
jclp.20866

Pendry, P., & Vandagriff, J. L. (2019). Animal visitation program (AVP)
reduces cortisol levels of university students: A randomized
controlled trial. Aera Open, 5(2). https://doi.org/10.1177/233
2858419852592

Pendry, P., & Vandagriff, J. L. (2020). Salivary studies of the social
neuroscience of human-animal interaction. In D. Granger & M.
Taylor (Eds.), Salivary bioscience, (pp. 555-581). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35784-9_23

Piper, L. J., & Uttley, C. M. (2019). Adolescents and pets. In L. Kogan
& C. Blazina (Eds.), Clinician’s guide to treating companion ani-
mal issues: Addressing human-animal interaction (pp. 47-75).
Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-812962-3.
00004-6

Potoczniak, D. J., Aldea, M. A., & DeBlaere, C. (2007). Ego identity,
social anxiety, social support, and self-concealment in lesbian, gay,
and bisexual individuals. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 54(4),
447-457. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.54.4.447

Potter, K., & Sartore-Baldwin, M. (2019). Dogs as support and moti-
vation for physical activity. Current Sports Medicine Reports,
18(7), 275-280. https://doi.org/10.1249/JSR.000000000000061 1

Power, E. R. (2017). Renting with pets: A pathway to housing insecur-
ity? Housing Studies, 32(3), 336-360. https://doi.org/10.1080/
02673037.2016.1210095

Purewal, R., Christley, R., Kordas, K., Joinson, C., Meints, K., Gee,
N., & Westgarth, C. (2017). Companion animals and child/adoles-
cent development: A systematic review of the evidence.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, 14(3), Article 234. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14030234

Putney, J. M. (2014). Older lesbian adults’ psychological well-being:
The significance of pets. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social
Services, 26(1), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1080/10538720.2013.
866064

Ream, G. L., & Forge, N. (2014). Homeless lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) youth in New York City: Insights from the
field. Child Welfare, 93(2), 7-22.

Rhoades, H., Winetrobe, H., & Rice, E. (2015). Pet ownership among
homeless youth: Associations with mental health, service utiliza-
tion and housing status. Child Psychiatry & Human Development,
46(2), 237-244. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-014-0463-5

Rieger, G., Linsenmeier, J. A. W., Gygax, L., & Bailey, J. M. (2008).
Sexual orientation and childhood gender nonconformity: Evidence
from home videos. Developmental Psychology, 44, 46-58. https://
doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.44.1.46

Rieger, G., & Savin-Williams, R. C. (2012). Gender nonconformity,
sexual orientation, and psychological well-being. Archives of Sex-
ual Behavior, 41, 611-621. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-011-
9738-0

Riggs, D. W., Taylor, N., Signal, T., Fraser, H., & Donovan, C. (2018).
People of diverse genders and/or sexualities and their animal com-
panions: Experiences of family violence in a binational sample.
Journal of Family Issues, 39(18), 4226—4247. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0192513X18811164

Rosario, M., & Schrimshaw, E. W. (2013). The sexual identity devel-
opment and health of lesbian, gay, and bisexual adolescents: An
ecological perspective. In C. J. Patterson & A. R. D’ Augelli (Eds.),
Handbook of psychology and sexual orientation (pp. 87-101).
Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/
9780199765218.003.0007

Rose, D., McMillian, C., & Carter, O. (2020). Pet-friendly rental hous-
ing: Racial and spatial inequalities. Space and Culture. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1177/1206331220956539

Rosenberg, S., Riggs, D. W., Taylor, N., & Fraser, H. (2020). ‘Being
together really helped’: Australian transgender and non-binary
people and their animal companions living through violence and
marginalisation. Journal of Sociology, 56(4), 571-590. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1440783319896413

Saewyc, E. M., Poon, C. S., Homma, Y., & Skay, C. L. (2008). Stigma
management? The links between enacted stigma and teen preg-
nancy trends among gay, lesbian, and bisexual students in British



1024

Emerging Adulthood 10(4)

Columbia. The Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality, 17(3),
123-139.

Safren, S. A., & Pantalone, D. W. (2006). Social anxiety and barriers
to resilience among lesbian, gay, and bisexual adolescents. In
A. M. Omoto & H. S. Kurtzman (Eds.), Sexual orientation and
mental health: Examining identity and development in lesbian,
gay, and bisexual people (pp. 55-71). American Psychological
Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/11261-003

Saldana, J. (2012). The coding manual for qualitative researchers
(2nd ed.). Sage.

Salvatore, C., & Daftary-Kapur, T. (2020). The influence of emerging
adulthood on the risky and dangerous behaviors of LGBT popula-
tions. Social Sciences, 9(12), Article 228. https://doi.org/10.3390/
socsci9120228

Schulz, C., Koénig, H. H., & Hajek, A. (2020). Differences in self-
esteem between cat owners, dog owners, and individuals without
pets. Frontiers in Veterinary Science, 7, Article 552. https://doi.o
rg/10.3389/fvets.2020.00552

Scroggs, B., & Vennum, A. (2020). Gender and sexual minority group
identification as a process of identity development during emer-
ging adulthood. Journal of LGBT Youth. Advance online publica-
tion. https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2020.1722780

Sears, B., & Mallory, C. (2011). Documented evidence of employment
discrimination & its effects on LGBT people. The Williams Insti-
tute. https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/employ-di
scrim-effect-lgbt-people/

Shaevitz, M. H., Tullius, J. A., Callahan, R. T., Fulkerson, C. M., &
Spitznagel, M. B. (2020). Early caregiver burden in owners of pets
with suspected cancer: Owner psychosocial outcomes, communi-
cation behavior, and treatment factors. Journal of Veterinary
Internal Medicine, 34(6), 2636-2644. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jvim.15905

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qua-
litative research projects. Education for Information, 22(2), 63-75.
https://doi.org/10.3233/EF1-2004-22201

Siebenbruner, J. (2019). Companion animals in childhood and
emerging adulthood: The relation to emerging adult development.
Society & Animals, 27(3), 235-253. https://doi.org/10.1163/
15685306-12341522

Staats, S., Wallace, H., & Anderson, T. (2008). Reasons for compa-
nion animal guardianship (pet ownership) from two populations.
Society & Animals, 16, 279-291. https://doi.org/10.1163/156853
008X323411

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research
techniques. Sage.

Sumner, R., Burrow, A. L., & Hill, P. L. (2015). Identity and purpose
as predictors of subjective well-being in emerging adulthood.
Emerging Adulthood, 3(1), 46-54. https://doi.org/10.1177/
2167696814532796

Terry, G., Hayfield, N., Clarke, V., & Braun, V. (2017). Thematic
analysis. In C. Willig & W. S. Rogers (Eds.), The Sage handbook
of qualitative research in psychology (pp. 17-37). Sage. https://
doi.org/10.4135/9781526405555.n2

Tomlinson, C. A., Matijczak, A., McDonald, S. E., & Gee, N. R.
(2021). The role of human-animal interaction in child and adoles-
cent health and development. In B. Halpern-Felsher (Ed.), The

encyclopedia of child and adolescent health. Elsevier. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-818872-9.
00003-0

Toomey, R. B., & Anhalt, K. (2016). Mindfulness as a coping strategy
for bias-based school victimization among Latina/o sexual minor-
ity youth. Psychology of Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity,
3(4), 423441 https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000192

Toomey, R. B., Ryan, C., Diaz, R. M., Card, N. A., & Russell,
S. T. (2013). Gender-nonconforming lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender youth: School victimization and young adult psy-
chosocial adjustment. Psychology of Sexual Orientation and
Gender Diversity, 1(S), 71-80. https://doi.org/10.1037/2329-03
82.1.8.71

Van Houtte, B. A., & Jarvis, P. A. (1995). The role of pets in preado-
lescent psychosocial development. Journal of Applied Develop-
mental Psychology, 16, 463—479. https://doi.org/10.1016/0193-3
973(95)90030-6

Vincke, J., & Van Heeringen, K. (2002). Confidant support and the

adults:
A longitudinal analysis. Journal of Community & Applied Social
Psychology, 12(3), 181-193. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.671

Wagaman, M. A., Keller, M. F., & Cavaliere, S. J. (2016). What does
it mean to be a successful adult? Exploring perceptions of the tran-
sition into adulthood among LGBTQ emerging adults in a
community-based service context. Journal of Gay & Lesbian
Social Services, 28(2), 140—158. https://doi.org/10.1080/1053
8720.2016.1155519

Wells, D. L. (2019). The state of research on human—animal relations:
Implications for human health. Anthrozods, 32(2), 169-181.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1569902

Wells, M., & Perrine, R. (2001). Pets go to college: The influence of
pets on students’ perceptions of faculty and their offices.
Anthrozods, 14(3), 161-168. https://doi.org/10.2752/0892793
01786999472

Wood, L., Giles-Corti, B., & Bulsara, M. (2005). The pet connection:
Pets as a conduit for social capital? Social Science & Medicine,
61(6), 1159-1173. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.
01.017

Wood, L., Martin, K., Christian, H., Houghton, S., Kawachi, I.,
Vallesi, S., & McCune, S. (2017). Social capital and pet owner-
ship—a tale of four cities. SSM-Population Health, 3, 442-447.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2017.05.002

mental wellbeing of lesbian and gay young

Author Biographies

Shelby E. McDonald is the director of Research for the
Department of Strategy and Research at the American Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals®. She is also the direc-
tor of the Children, Families, and Animals Research (CFAR)
Group, LLC, in Richmond, Virginia, and a faculty affiliate of the
Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) School of Social
Work. Her research interests include the role of human-animal
interaction in risk and resilience during childhood through the
transition to adulthood.



McDonald et al.

1025

Angela Matijczak is a doctoral student at VCU School of Social
Work. Their research centers around risk and protective factors
for LGBTQ+ youth, particularly focusing on relationships
between LGBTQ+ youth and their family members. She is
also interested in the role of pets in the lives of LGBTQ+ youth.

Nicole Nicotera, PhD, is a professor of social work at the Uni-
versity of Denver, Graduate School of Social Work (GSSW).
She applies her expertise in qualitative and mixed methodolo-
gies to research topics that include promotion of health and
well-being across the life span; the role of risk, protection, and
resilience in health; civic engagement and mindfulness prac-
tices as pathways to well-being; measuring civic development
and engagement; interventions to enhance civic leadership and
positive youth development; and issues of unearned privilege
and oppression in social work practice, education, and research.

Jennifer W. Applebaum, is a Sociology doctoral student and
NIH predoctoral fellow at the University of Florida. Jennifer
holds an MS in Veterinary Medical Sciences with a concentra-
tion in Shelter Medicine from University of Florida’s College
of Veterinary Medicine. Her research is centered around the
impact of social inequalities on human-animal relationships,
with the overarching goal of improving health and wellbeing
outcomes for marginalized populations of people and their
pets.

Liza Kremer, BSW, is a master of Social Work student at the
University of Denver focusing on policy and organizational
leadership with plans to work in LGBT and education policy
after graduating. Liza’s long-term career goal is to open an
LGBT agency that offers a number of services, such as case
management, support groups, and a housing program for LGBT
youth experiencing homelessness.

Grace Natoli is a recent VCU graduate who obtained Bache-
lor’s degrees in Psychology and in Gender, Sexuality, and
Women’s studies. Grace’s research interests include factors
related to LGBTQ+ mental health, trauma and its effect on
mental health, specifically in women. In the fall, Grace will

be pursuing a Doctorate of Psychology in Clinical Psychology
at Nova Southeastern University.

Ryan O’Ryan is a graduate of VCU’s College of Humanities
and Sciences with a BS in psychology and sociology. They are
interested in LGBTQ+ youth development and the bonds
between queer-identified people.

Laura J. Booth, MSW, is a recent graduate of VCU School of
Social Work. Her research interests include exploring the
experiences of families of children with cancer and public
health responses to widespread disease. She received a Fulb-
right research grant in 2019 to focus on sibling experiences
of pediatric cancer in Northwest Argentina and plans to con-
tinue research collaboration in international and intercultural
settings.

Jennifer L. Murphy, MS, MSW, is a doctoral student at VCU
School of Social Work. Her research focuses on the academic
success and emotional wellbeing of adolescents, identifying
factors that impact school mental health service utilization.

Camie A. Tomlinson, MSW, is a doctoral student at VCU
School of Social Work. Broadly, her research interests include
promoting the wellbeing of youth who are or have been in fos-
ter care. She focuses on identifying factors that impact the rela-
tion between childhood adversity and psychosocial outcomes,
and the developmental mechanisms through which these fac-
tors impact long-term psychosocial functioning.

Shanna K. Kattari is an assistant professor at the University of
Michigan School of Social Work, the Department of Women
and Gender Studies (by courtesy), and Director of the [Sexua-
lity|Relationships|Gender] Research Collective. A queer,
White, Jewish, nonbinary, disabled, chronically ill Femme,
their work focuses on understanding how power, privilege and
oppression systematically marginalize, exclude, and discrimi-
nate against people regarding their identities/expressions
through negative attitudes, policies reinforcing oppression,
oppressive actions and isolation.



