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ABSTRACT 

 
ANDREA LAURENT-SIMPSON 

EXTENDING IDENTITY THEORY: PARENTING AND IDENTITY  
FORMATION IN HUMAN-ANIMAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
DECEMBER 2016 

Both traditional and structural perspectives in symbolic interaction have 

conceptualized the formation of self as arising out of lingual interaction between human 

actors.  This was based on Mead’s original premise that non-human actors were alingual, 

and thus incapable of intersubjectivity.  Identity theory, founded in the roots of structural 

symbolic interaction, has solidified that conceptualization by framing the development of 

identity as bound by both the perspectives of other human actors with which self interacts 

as well as with the social structure from which cultural expectations for particular 

identities are derived.  However, this reliance on Mead’s statements concerning non-

human animals overlooks other key passages of his thought that would suggest the 

importance of non-human entities as allowing humans to forge a complete sense of self in 

mutuality with nature rather than isolated from it.  Using a posthumanist lens to magnify 

Mead’s contention that humans can take the role of other non-human entities in the 

development of self, the purpose of this dissertation is to address whether or not non-

human animals can be directly implicated in the formation of human identity.  
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Using the parent identity as a basis for identity formation in the relationship, this 

study asks four research questions.  Original, in-depth interviews are examined for 

evidence of behavioral output indicative of the presence of a parent identity in two 

groups: companion animal owners that do not have human children and those that do.   

NVivo, a qualitative analysis software package, is used for data analysis. Deductive 

reasoning based on identity theory and behavioral domains found in the parent identity is 

used alongside inductive reasoning based on participant voice as a means of developing 

themes and subthemes for the analysis. 

Five major themes of the parent identity emerged within the group without human 

children.  These were: 1) caregiving, including in-depth healthcare, protection and night 

care; 2) promoting development; 3) parental relationship with the “child”; 4) life 

modification for the “child”; and 5) external support.  Taken together, these domains, 

supported in the literature as behavior culturally expected from the parent identity, 

provide empirical evidence that human identity based on perception of intersubjectivity 

in the animal is indeed possible, though likely contextual in nature.
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Companion animal keeping has risen dramatically in the United States since the 

conclusion of World War II (Clancy and Rowan 2003).  While this trend declined in 2012 

for the first time since 1996, the dip is likely due to the recession from which the 

economy continues to recover (AVMA 2012).  The upward trend is still noticeably 

important.  Indeed, since 1987, the dog population within American households has 

climbed from 52.4 million to 78.2 million while the cat population has risen from 54.6 

million to 86.4 million within the same time period (AVMA 2002; APPA 2012).  That is 

close to a 50% increase for dogs between 1987 and 2012 while cat presence has 

simultaneously increased by approximately 57%.   

Of the 117 million households in the U.S. in 2010 (Jacobsen, Mather, and Dupuis 

2012), 36.5% contained dogs while 30.4% housed cats as companion animals (AVMA 

2012).   If all companion animals are included in this figure, approximately 57% of U.S. 

households contain some sort of animal (Taylor, Funk, and Craighill 2006). Of these 

households, 44% contain more than one companion animal with 29% of owners reporting 

a dog and cat as the most popular combination (APPA 2012).  Indeed, including all types 

of companion animals means that the number of American pet-owning households is 

more than double that of households containing children (Penn 2007). 
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As companion animal ownership rates rose, fertility rates in the United States 

began a drastic plunge after the post World War II baby boom (Mather 2012; Butz and 

Ward 1979). This overall drop in fertility has been accompanied by a simultaneous 

increase in the childlessness rates of women ages 40 to 44.  Since 1976, rates have 

increased by nearly 90% (Livingston and Cohn 2010; Dye 2008).  These are important 

trends to note in relation to one another because, while it has become increasingly 

acceptable to remain child free (Jacobsen et al. 2012), American families (both child free 

and with children), have begun identifying their companion animals as family members 

(Taylor et al. 2006).  Childless couples, in particular, have engaged in the highest rates of 

identifying their animals as family (Taylor et al. 2006).  

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the possibility of identity 

formation as a result of human-animal interaction.  While identity theory argues that 

identity formation can only result from human-human interaction (Stets 2006), the fact 

that such a large number of people consider their animals as family members suggests 

that that assumption may need to be revised.  In order to explore this possible 

reconfiguration, I consider people in the United States, both with human children and 

without, and their companion animals as a way to examine the formation of human 

identity in relationship to the companion animal.    Furthermore, because childless people 

seem more apt to call their animals their “kids” or their “fur babies” (Greenebaum 2004; 

Hirschman 1994; Rowan and Beck 1994), it is expected that the parent identity will more 

likely be present in this population compared to companion animal owners that also have 
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human children, suggesting that the formation of human identity in human-animal 

interaction is contextual in nature.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Research exists that considers attachment of the owner to the companion animal 

(Marinelli, Adamellli, Normando, and Bono 2007; Albert and Bulcroft 1988), 

psychological effects of having companion animals present in the household (Folse, 

Minder, Aycock, and Santana 1994; Kidd and Kidd 1994; Rowan and Beck 1994), 

companion animals as children of sorts (Shir-Vertesh 2012; Greenebaum 2004; 

Hirschman 1994), and even the effect of perceived linked identity between caretaker and 

animal (Sanders 2003).  However, very little has considered actual identity formation that 

is the internalization of cultural expectations for a specific status, as a result of the 

perception of the non-human animal as a child.  Because of a foundational focus on 

human-to-human interaction (Charon 2007; Stryker and Burke 2000; Stryker 1980), both 

classic and structural symbolic interaction have mainly excluded research on the direct 

effect of non-humans on identity formation, with some notable exceptions focused on 

interspecies intersubjectivity (Young 2013; Brandt 2004; Irvine 2004; Flynn 2000; Alger 

and Alger 1997) and effects on identity based on perception of intersubjectivity (Irvine 

2013; Sanders 2003, 2000, 1993).  However, Mead’s seminal work provides ample 

opportunity for the consideration of the human and non-human as socially interactive 

with one another (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming).  Additionally, posthumanism 

emphatically calls for a new perspective that abandons anthropocentric research 
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perspectives and instead examines both humans and non-human entities as subject-

subject in research rather than subject-object (Braidotti 2013; Haraway 2008; Barad 

2003).  

This dissertation addresses the idea of identity formation in relationship to the 

non-human animal, and thus the need for a subject-subject approach in identity theory, 

through qualitative analysis of semi-structured, in-depth interviews.  Both companion 

animal owning adults that have human children and those that do not have human 

children are included in the research as a means of assessing the importance of context on 

these relationships.  

RATIONALE 

Understanding that identity can be formed in interaction with both humans and 

non-humans is important across two fronts.  First, literature on identity formation as a 

direct result of interaction with animals or other non-human entities is scant.  This 

omission is not incredible given that identity theory, and more broadly, symbolic 

interaction (both classic and structural), are founded on the idea that self is formed from 

perspectives of other human actors with which self interacts (Stets 2006).   Indeed, 

identity theorists argue that it is these patterns of interactions across groups of individuals 

that create social structure (Stets 2006).   

However, Barad (2003) has argued that this type of constructivist modeling marks 

nature as passive, and only significant with the touch of culture. Focusing on human-non-

human interaction would help researchers understand more fully the importance of nature 
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in terms of its impact on the development of the human self while opening up new routes 

of inquiry within the area of identity.  This is important because self-definitional activity 

relies largely on the “socially recognized categories and corresponding roles” that 

comprise identity (Stryker 1980:59).  If non-humans are implicated in this process, either 

by human perception or by interspecies intersubjectivity, then the exclusion of this 

category of “actors” leaves an entire gambit of influence over human identity untouched.  

For example, if the perception of non-human animals in a culture is one in which the 

animal is perceived as a child and the owner as a parent, and this is enacted and reenacted 

amongst certain groups of society, then eventually, the conventional definition of what 

qualifies as a parent could be altered.  Even though the non-human animal is alingual, in 

this case, human perception of the alingual other as minded, that is “doing mind” 

(Sanders 2003) for the other, could alter the socially recognized category of parent and its 

corresponding roles to include the non-human animal.  

Second, this reconceptualization of identity theory would be best served initially 

by examining the role of the non-human animal in identity formation.  For example, this 

study can help researchers better understand the role that non-human animals play in 

certain contextual circumstances, such as that of those that are childless in a society that 

still demands a “parent” identity of certain, normatively appropriate age ranges.  Indeed, 

the development of human-animal identity as a confirmed concept in the identity 

literature is a primary goal of this dissertation.  This contribution would sew together 

Mead’s not oft discussed positions concerning the human self in conjunction with the 
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natural world, identity theory, and posthumanist perspectives by acknowledging the co-

construction of self with nature while still adhering to many of the basic tenets of identity.   

It will also provide empirical support for the idea that Mead, the founding father of 

symbolic interaction, is actually a socio-environmental thinker (Brewster and Puddephat 

forthcoming). 

PLAN OF WORK 

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows:  In Chapter 2, I will 

review the recent literature discussing the relationship between companion animals and 

their owners.  The review will cover both interspecies intersubjectivity and the perception 

of the animal as minded and, thus, affecting identity.  This chapter will also discuss 

classical symbolic interactionist (SI) approaches to the formation of self in relationship to 

the non-human animal as well as structural SI approaches to identity formation as only 

possible through human-to-human interaction.  I will use George Herbert Mead’s own 

arguments as a basis for extending identity theory to include the non-human animal while 

also positioning these arguments in a posthumanist perspective.   The chapter concludes 

with research questions emanating from this extension of identity theory. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology used for this study.  I will describe how 

participants were recruited, data were collected (including the interview instruments), and 

the process of analysis used.  I will also discuss the contribution of inductive reasoning 

for the development of theory from this data. 
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 Chapter 4 situates this data in the “parent identity” literature by using domains of 

parenting as a way to demonstrate the existence of a “parent” identity in people that do 

not have human children present.  Discussing nurturing, socialization, the parent-child 

relationship, and life modification, I demonstrate how owner behavioral output in 

relationship to the companion animal is indicative of the presence of a “parent” identity.  

Here, I answer the first three research questions regarding existence of a parent identity, 

the special context of the childless companion animal owner, and behavioral output of the 

owner.  Additionally, I will discuss how people with human children frame the presence 

of their companion animal as a family member with utilitarian implications. 

 Chapter 5 examines the last research question regarding extended family member 

identities related to the companion animal.  Using empirical evidence to demonstrate the 

acceptance of the parent identity by other significant human actors, I will explain what 

this support means to the enactment of the parent identity for people without children. 

 Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the key findings and discusses their implications for 

the development of an identity theory that takes the non-human into account, discusses 

limitations, and concludes with recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The first section in this chapter provides a review of the state of companion 

animals as family members in the United States.  Following this discussion, I briefly 

examine the position of symbolic interaction on non-humans as well as recent literature 

that has examined the non-human as affecting human identity.  Next, I discuss 

posthumanist approaches to human-animal interaction followed by an analysis of lesser 

discussed concepts in both identity theory and symbolic interaction that would allow for 

the inclusion of the non-human animal.  The final section discusses how these two 

seemingly at-odds perspectives might come together as a means of understanding how 

humans and companion animals may play a crucial role in human identity formation.   

COMPANION ANIMALS AS FAMILY 

Since the first known domestication of dogs 12,000 years ago (Mithen 1999), 

animals have been used as laborers, protectors, and hunters, resulting in a co-species 

evolution of relationships.  However, relatively recently, the boundaries between the 

human world and that of the non-human animal have begun a rapid collapse of physical 

borders.  This is apparent in any post-industrial society in which animals, especially those 

at the top of the sociozoologic scale (Arluke and Sanders 1993), have begun to live in 

human homes, with granting of human status, while human spoils are laid at their feet.   
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In the U.S. alone in 2014, people spent $58.04 billion on their animal 

groupmembers.  Approximately $22.26 billion of that was expended toward food, 

supplies, over the counter medicines, and grooming (APPA 2014).  Indeed, Americans 

found themselves buying dog jerky treats, stuffed squeaky toys shaped like hot dogs, 

birdie jingle jangles, cat charmers, puppy princess tiaras, and Harley Davidson apparel 

with abandon for those animals so clearly accorded family member status.  In 2011, U.S. 

companion animal owners spent approximately $28 billion on veterinary treatment to 

ensure the health of their loved ones (Burns 2013) and pet health insurance policies have 

become available to ease the financial burden of both preventative care as well as 

geriatric services.   

Life insurance is available to assist in the death of an animal family member.  An 

entire industry surrounding the death of family pets has emerged offering a range of 

services including grief therapy, cremation, burial, and funeral services.  Richard Cupp 

(Alfaro 2011) notes that while dogs were once considered property by law, they have 

transcended that designation and are now legally offered places in wills as beneficiaries.  

Furthermore, the killing of a dog is increasingly being seen as an event that causes deep 

emotional trauma within human family members.  As such, animal welfare activists are 

seeking legal changes that would exact punishment upon perpetrators much greater than 

that of simple property loss (Alfaro 2011).   

Research on burials has found that companion animals are no longer simply 

anthropomorphized with human names like Chuck.  They are also now buried with 
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human identities attached, such as “child” (Brandes 2009).  Domestic violence shelters 

are now being provided with grants from entities such as Red Rover and the Sheltering 

Animals and Families Together initiative on housing pets of abuse victims, because, as 

research has noted, many victims refuse to leave their homes out of fear for the safety of 

their animals (Flynn 2000).  Likewise, research on natural disasters and the human-

animal bond has highlighted the change in evacuation behavior for people with pets as 

well as ways to take advantage of this bond in order to increase human survival in 

disasters (Thompson 2013; Zottarelli 2010).  Irvine (2013) has demonstrated how pets 

provide many homeless owners with a sense of stability and certainty in an atmosphere 

that would otherwise be unstable and unpredictable.   Further, they provide those 

homeless that identify their animals as friends or family with a sense of acceptance that 

would be otherwise unattainable (Irvine 2013). 

This type of evidence confirms that the companion animal has transcended from 

utility to family in the United States, evidenced by the fact that 85% of dog owners view 

their canine as a family member, while 78% of cat guardians feel the same way (Taylor et 

al. 2006).   Companion animals are clearly important and impactful to humans in ways 

that increasingly translate into a sense of personhood status for the companion animal, 

making an identity-based theory for that relationship important for development.  As a 

result, researchers in human-animal interaction have examined the effect of the 

companion animal on human identity and interaction as well as shared definitions of the 

situation in different ways (Irvine 2013, 2004; Flynn 2000; Sanders 2000, 1993; Alger 
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and Alger 1997).  Yet, I have been unable to locate any work that considers the actual 

formation of human identity with relationship to the non-human animal. 

RECENT THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL POSITIONS 

Because of a foundational focus on human-to-human interaction (Stryker and 

Burke 2000; Stryker 1980; Blumer 1969; Mead 1962), both classic and structural 

symbolic interaction have mainly excluded research on the direct effect of non-humans 

on identity formation, with some notable exceptions focused on interspecies 

intersubjectivity (Young 2013; Brandt 2004; Irvine 2004; Flynn 2000; Alger and Alger 

1997) and effects on identity based on perception of intersubjectivity (Irvine 2013; 

Sanders 2003, 2000, 1993).  Traditional symbolic interaction, as founded by George 

Herbert Mead, argues that non-human animals are incapable of producing the kind of 

symbolic interaction that humans produce primarily because they lack the linguistic 

system of symbols known as language inherent in human culture (1962).  This lack of 

lingual capability means that non-human animals are incapable of forming a sense of self 

because this sense depends on the meaning formation fundamental to language.  Indeed, 

Mead argued that non-human animals “have no personality… they do not have the 

mechanism for it” (1962:182).   

Herbert Blumer, a student of Mead’s and the man who would coin the term 

“symbolic interaction (SI),” would later reinforce this perspective in his treatise on SI by 

relegating non-human animals to the same category as “physical objects, such as chairs, 

trees, or bicycles” while placing human animals in the category of “social objects, such as 
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students, priests, a president, a mother, or a friend” (1969:10).  Over a decade later, and 

in response to what was perceived as a failure of traditional SI to theorize society as 

stable and thus far more influential over individual actors than Mead had originally 

conceptualized, Stryker developed the structural SI position (1980).   

Stryker elaborated on Mead’s position that the self is comprised of the “I” and 

“Me” by noting “if social relationships are complex, there must be a parallel complexity 

in the self” (1980:59).  With that, Stryker introduced the identity as a “part of self [that] 

exists insofar as the person is a participant in structured role relationships… one may 

have a long list of identities, limited only by the number of structured role relationships 

one is involved in” (1980:60).  However, structural SI, reaching back to Mead’s roots, 

and the subsequent emergence of identity theory from that perspective also assumed that 

non-human animals could not be part of the structured role relationships that comprised 

identity.  Indeed, identity theory is founded on the idea that self is formed from both the 

perspectives of other human actors with which self interacts as well as the broader society 

from which definitions of self are derived (Stets 2006).   

Human Identity and Companion Animals 

Working in the tradition of SI, multiple human-animal interactionists have 

labored more recently to dispel the human-human framework dominant in SI.  Building 

on research that has examined interaction in Alzheimer’s patients (Gubrium 1986), 

physical and mental disabilities (Goode 1994), and infants (Stern 1985), Sanders (1993) 

has argued that “doing mind” as an interaction process is far more integral to mindedness 
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in these relationships than is language.  He has contended that “caretakers of 

animals…construct a ‘theory of mind’ that allows them to understand the thinking, 

emotions, preferences, desires, and intentions of the other” (Sanders 2007:323).  In his 

research on owners and their guide dogs, Sanders (1993) also found that owners engaged 

in “doing mind” by giving a subjective voice to their animals that would translate the 

mental content being experienced by their “alingual coactors.”   

Irvine (2004) has maintained an existence of a core self in animals, inclusive of a 

sense of agency, coherence, affectivity, and self-history similar to that of the human 

infant.  These components alongside the shared experience between humans and the 

companion animal result in an intersubjectivity that is clearly present in their everyday 

interactions making “animals…meaningful for human identity at the level of the 

everyday and unremarkable” (Irvine 2004:164).   Similarly, Alger and Alger (1997) have 

found that cats and their caretakers engaged in many different examples of interaction 

rituals, regardless of the fact that felines are alingual.   

Speaking to the special issue of context in human-animal interaction, Flynn 

(2000) has examined the perception of the companion animal as a human surrogate for 

female victims of domestic violence, providing evidence that animals and humans can 

create “shared definitions of the situation with their human companions, of taking the role 

of other, and thus, of engaging in symbolic interaction.”  And Irvine’s (2013) work on pet 

owning homeless populations demonstrated how some homeless people can “bestow 

[upon themselves] or restore a moral identity and a sense of self-worth” because of the 
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friend and/or family relationship that they have with their animal(s).  Finally, extending 

SI framed research on human-animal bonding from that found with cats or dogs, Brandt 

(2004) has examined the development of human-horse intersubjectivity achieved through 

a “multidimensional system of… shared body language.”  

Research such as this makes it increasingly important to consider how “doing 

mind” contributes to the formation of human identity while contributing to the growing 

push for identity theory to include non-human animals. Furthermore, it is important from 

an interactionist perspective to understand how the identity that is formed from these 

relationships impacts not only those relationships, but also the social structures around 

them.  Finally, and in keeping with the methodological tradition of SI, reexamining 

identity theory is important in terms of attaining a complete understanding of the lived 

experiences of people who develop identity based on not only human-to-human 

interaction but also interaction with non-human others.  Cerulo (2009) has noted the 

importance of social context in examining non-human entities with a sociological lens.  

Indeed, Sanders’ (2003) work on the blind and their guide dogs or Irvine’s (2013) 

research on the homeless and their animals exemplifies how unique contexts create 

special circumstances under which identity formation can be fostered.   

POSTHUMANIST PERSPECTIVES 

Considering material things and the simultaneous human creation of concepts 

alongside those things helps us to grasp that the natural world is constantly interfacing 

with the social construction of humans in ways that can be beneficial and disastrous for 
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both.  Of course, sociology as a whole has traditionally left material objects and non-

humans out of its purview, creating a firm delineation between society and nature 

(Pickering 1993; Jones 1996). In an effort to bring material agency into sociology, 

science and technology theorists have moved in the past several decades to create a 

theoretical foundation upon which an inclusion of materiality could occur.  For example, 

actor-network theory (ANT) was devised as a perspective that called for the decentering 

of humanity to better understand the whole of human society within the context of a 

material, natural world.  The perspective demands that recognition be given to the fact 

that technology and the society in which it is developed are actually a result of intricate 

actor-networks, assemblages of flesh, both organic and material (Law 1999; Latour 

1986).  The human-non-human divide is not necessarily destroyed in this approach, but, 

as Law (1999) notes, it is reconceptualized as an outcome of these assemblages. In doing 

this, sociologists abandon their humanist lens, gaining the ability to analyze the social 

world as a place of heterogeneous networks1, comprised of human and non-human 

agents, with equal agency, all working together to produce social life (Callon 1986; 

Latour 1986).   

Arguing that material things could not have the same kind of agency as humans, 

Pickering (1993) conceived a posthumanist account that deviated from ANT by arguing 

that intentional behavior and goal setting was not present in material agency the way that 

it was for humans.  However, material things had agency in that they worked on humans 

via “resistance” and presented issues by which humans were bound to engage by virtue of 



16 
 

a shared reality with material things (Pickering 1995).  That is, Pickering (1995) held that 

while the material world did not have agency as Latour conceptualized it, material 

agencies could resist or accommodate human agency in relation to their own natural 

states.   Building in the area of science and technology, the discoveries of scientists were 

in and of themselves temporally dependent on the emergence of certain material 

behaviors that resisted and accommodated the scientist at certain points in time and 

according to the particular agency that the scientist engaged in at any one point 

(Pickering 1995).  The outcome of this interaction was one that could only be determined 

by human agency and material resistance and accommodation.  Indeed, a scientist could 

not simply force matter, a fundamental entity in nature that comprises everything in 

physical existence (including humans), to do what was desired.  Rather, in a temporally 

emergent fashion, the researcher could only cooperate with material, in a kind of give and 

take between both, to produce a social-scientific life.  

Of course, this entanglement is something that Haraway (1991) has repeatedly 

insisted exists between human and non-human animals. She notes “ biology and 

evolutionary theory… have simultaneously produced modern organisms as objects of 

knowledge and reduced the line between humans and animals.” (Haraway 1991:152).  

Latour, Callon, Pickering, and Haraway all jockey in different ways for the position that 

material agents, humans, and society are all coupled together in a way that cannot be 

ignored.  Indeed, the very essence of human society has been spoken to, informed by, and 

with contributions from the active presence of other organic species.  Haraway 
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(2008:287) notes that “once ‘we meet, we can never be ‘the same’ again.  Propelled by 

the tasty but risky obligation of curiosity among companion species, once we know, we 

cannot not know.”  She makes the compelling argument that in this case the companion 

species is not just the dog, for example, it is the human as well.  The two (and all other 

members of the companion species, for that matter) interact together in a process of 

“becoming worldly” that insists upon a “stitching together” of species worlds without 

which we (humans) would never be what we have become.  Indeed, society could not be 

what it has become without a cooperative co-construction of the social world, a 

confluence of humans, non-human organisms, and other matter. 

In terms of the non-human animal, this co-influence has been examined, for 

example, by way of the laboratory animal that is used in its natural (Herzog 2010) or 

cloned form (Haraway 2009; Haraway 2008;).  These technocultural explorations 

investigate new, human life-saving medical therapies or in the factory farming that is 

prevalent in the U.S. as a way to increase food supplies for ever-increasing global 

populations (Herzog 2010).  Micro-level efforts have also investigated the co-influence 

between humans and non-human animals.  For instance, scholarly activity on human-

animal interaction has considered attachment between the two (Albert and Bulcroft 

1988), attributions of mindedness in companion animals (Sanders 1993), the connection 

between keeping animals as a child and humane attitudes later in life (Paul and Serpell 

1993), the role pets play in the lives of battered women (Flynn 2000), and the role of play 

in crossing over the human-animal divide (Irvine 2001).  Jerolmack (2009) has 
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documented the effect that animal practices can have on social relationships even as 

primary groups are formed amongst people that never would have come together were it 

not for the co-influence of bird and man.  The above work exemplifies the effect that 

becoming worldly between the species can have across both macro and micro level 

structures in human society.  It also demonstrates the importance of extending work on 

perception of mindedness  (Owens 2007; Sanders 2000, 1993; Cohen 1989) and on 

interspecies intersubjectivity (Brandt 2004; Irvine 2004; Alger and Alger 1997) into 

identity theory by addressing the effects of blurring the human-animal divide on actual 

identity formation.   

IDENTITY PERSPECTIVES 

  Indeed, identity formation derived from the human-animal bond speaks directly to 

Haraway’s contention that “nature is a co-construction among humans and non-humans” 

(1992: 297).  Arluke and Sanders (1996) note that understanding both human and animal 

actors as struggling and cooperating within the social environment means that both 

should be considered as subjects in research rather than humans as subject and animals as 

object.  This posthumanist, subject-subject depiction of nature provides identity theory a 

way to abandon the classic symbolic interaction stance that non-human animals are not 

germane in the process of significant communication (Mead 1962) by highlighting the 

importance of counter-identities in the enactment of any one identity (McCall and 

Simmons 1978).     
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While there has been research focused on the impact of the non-human animal on 

self and identity (Irvine 2013, 2004; Sanders 2000, 1993; Flynn 2000), I have been 

unable to find literature examining human identity formation as a direct result of 

interaction with animals or other non-human entities.  This omission is not as unexpected 

as one might think given that identity theory, and more broadly, symbolic interaction, are 

founded on the idea that self is formed from perspectives of other human actors with 

which self interacts (Stets 2006), creating an intersubjectivity that animals are not capable 

of.   Identity theorists argue that it is these patterns of interactions across groups of 

rational, lingual individuals that create social structure (Stets 2006).   

However, others have argued that this relegation to “human exemptionalism” 

ignores Mead’s capacity as a bio-social thinker (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming) 

and does so in the face of his own description of the human and the environment as co-

constructive of social relationships with one another.  Furthermore, from a posthumanist 

perspective, Barad (2003) has argued that, at minimum, the constructivist modeling found 

in conventional identity theory marks nature as passive, and only significant with the 

touch of culture, pitching a dualism that sees humans as separate and distinct from their 

environment.   

 It is true that from a classical symbolic interactionist approach, Mead’s (1962) 

proffered stance claimed humans develop the ability to take the role of others, both 

human and non-human.  The main difference in these two exercises is that while other 

humans respond likewise, charting a foundation of shared meaning, non-human entities 
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supposedly cannot do so (Mead 1962).  According to Mead (1962), non-human animals 

lack the “me” and “I” required for selfhood and, as such, have no capacity for shared 

meaning making.   

 Structural symbolic interaction and its offshoot, identity theory, have subscribed to 

this position, with identity research traditionally focusing on the meaning making self in 

relation to interaction with other human beings.  However, the exclusion of non-human 

objects, materialities, and organic others such as the non-human animal in the formation 

of self and identity has been one not necessarily consistent with Mead’s (1972) original 

arguments.  Indeed, Mead (1962) conceptualized taking the role of the other, an ability 

reserved only for the human, as the exact mechanism by which the human engaged in 

social relations with non-humans.  Human sensing of non-human objects would be 

treated by the self the same as would be “human actions and interactions… leaving the 

human being [to] ‘listen’ to what natural objects and processes ‘tell’ them… [though] this 

is not a conversation between reflective actors” (Jones 1996:302).   

 This suggests that an identity theory void of non-human others risks the exclusion 

of an entire category of socializing agents.  Furthermore, it is apparent that Mead’s 

exclusion of animals as incapable of symbolic communication did not mean that they 

could not affect the development of self into an eventual “generalized other” that would 

interact with the individual as an object in its own right.  Nor did he mean that the human 

propensity for language created a dualism between the human and non-human (Brewster 

and Puddephatt forthcoming).  Rather, Mead realized the import of the natural world as 



21 
 

part of the individual self and, as such, the need for the individual to interpret, apply 

meaning to, and to “carry on conversations with it” (Mead 1962:154).  Indeed, he noted:  

 It is possible for inanimate objects, no less than for human organisms, to form parts 
of the generalized and organized – the completely socialized – other for any given 
human individual, in so far as he responds to such objects socially or in a social 
fashion… Any thing – any object or set of objects, whether animate or inanimate, 
human or animal, or merely physical –toward which he acts… is an element in 
what for him is the generalized other. (Mead 1962:154) 
 

 As such, a theoretical inquiry regarding human-animal interaction will increase 

understanding of the importance of nature in terms of its impact on the development of 

human self while also opening up new routes of inquiry within the area of identity.  In 

keeping with Cerulo’s (2009) call for a contextual treatment of non-human actors, 

knowledge gained from an application of identity theory to these relationships can 

highlight the effect that non-humans have on the development of identity in some human 

actors.  Indeed, the posthuman identity formed in such relationships could help to explain 

why some people seem to give their companion animals higher status than other people 

do for their animals.   

Hirschman’s research (1994) exemplifies this contextual difference nicely by 

pointing out that young couples without children and empty nesters tended to think of 

their companion animals as children compared to those families that had human children 

present. Simply granting a non-human animal the status of “child” suggests the 

possibility of the formation of a counter-identity (McCall and Simmons 1978) such as 

parent.  Indeed, Laurent-Simpson (2015) found that the label of “child” placed on the 

companion animal had deep implications for the performance of parental domains for 
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those people without human children.  Unfortunately, current approaches to identity 

formation do not address the ever-growing evidence that non-human animals can be 

perceived as such.   

However, using identity theory to consider co-construction of the social 

environment between species means that non-human animals must first be demonstrated 

at minimum as both significant social influences as well as perceived social actors.  This 

is because identity approaches assume that the social actor not only creates social 

structure, but also receives feedback about self from other actors that are involved in 

behavior contributing to that structure (Stets 2006).  Therefore, as previous research has 

shown (Owens 2007; Sanders 1993; Cohen 1989), non-human animals must at least be 

perceived by humans to contribute to the construction of the social environment in order 

for that feedback to occur.  Even more paramount for the formation of identity would be 

the confirmation of interspecies intersubjectivity, as some researchers have already set 

out to do (Young 2013; Brandt 2004; Irvine 2004; Alger and Alger 1997).  

Prior research has noted that respondents routinely view their canines as having 

“mindedness” while also describing their dogs as family members.  Indeed, what might 

be considered a general family member role was repeatedly performed within the family 

structure via dog birthday parties and religious celebrations (Sanders 2003). Blouin 

(2012) found in interviews of some dog guardians that those canines were viewed as 

family members.  In fact, one interviewee purported to not only celebrate holidays with 

her canine, but also to cook human-like foods such as “muttloaf” and steak for him, 
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suggesting that dogs can be similarly regarded to other humans in terms of family 

membership.  Certainly, celebrating holidays with a non-human animal and preparing his 

or her favorite food suffices as evidence that there is at least perceived feedback similar 

to Burke’s (2004) identity control theory (ICT) contributing to the performance of that 

relationship.  Otherwise, why would these respondents engage in such activities while 

also identifying the companion animal as family?   

 Of course, what the research above suggests is that animal guardians have already 

formed a general “family member” identity in relation to their companion animals and 

are performing that conventional dimension of role identity (McCall and Simmons 1978) 

by cooking the animal meals, co-sleeping, and celebrating holidays together.  Of course, 

this seems a bit vague for statuses that convey very specific role behaviors, such as 

parent.   However, research has shown that childless couples have higher levels of 

attachment to their companion animals, especially the dog, than do those families with 

human children present (Albert and Bulcroft 1988).  Likewise, some qualitative work 

notes that a theme of treating the companion animal as a surrogate child by childless 

people emerged in the interview phase of data collection (Carmichael and Whittaker 

2007).  Such evidence certainly suggests the possibility of identity formation based on 

human-animal interaction, if only because some respondents perceive their companion 

animals as human substitutes.   

Furthermore, it has been argued that human children fulfill a deep-seated desire of 

parents to nurture (Carmichael and Whittaker 2007).   However, not having children may 



24 
 

remove that possibility, if there is no suitable alternative.  Foster (2000) points out that 

human beings are predisposed to nurturing.  While people are overwhelmingly 

preferential of those that are closest to human genetic make up, the absence of that DNA 

does not alleviate the natural need to nurture something, whether that be a person, plant, 

animal, or pet rock.   Indeed, studies have indicated that singles and couples without 

children more often consider their companion animals children than do those with human 

children present (Shir-Vertesh 2012).  Therefore, remaining childless does not preclude 

fulfilling this desire and in fact, many do so via non-human animals (Foster 2000).   

Feldman (1979:18) highlights this nicely in his description of couples without 

children and their companion animals as “potential parents [that] experience parenthood 

through practicing nurturant behavior and experiencing the results… [while the pet] 

becomes a permanent surrogate child to some childless couples.”   Research on the 

formation of a parent identity in childless people counter to their companion animals has 

demonstrated behavioral output indicative of a parent, such as nighttime care, protective 

behaviors, and life modification (Laurent-Simpson 2015).  Indeed, it appears here that 

identity formation, or at least behavior indicative of it, can be propelled forward by the 

non-human animal in certain contexts, such as childless families. If this is the case, then it 

would be logical to consider companion animals as possibilities in satisfying the child 

role.  Indeed, recent public condemnation by Pope Francis regarding the choice of 

companion animals as surrogates for children suggests this possibility is prevalent 
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enough to merit staunch lecturing from the top figure in the Catholic Church (Rhodan 

2014). 

Of course, a posthumanist perspective would not find this surprising given that 

family structure presents even more magnified evidence that childless families more 

strongly attach to their non-human animals as family members than those homes with 

human children present (Marinelli et al. 2007).  Furthermore, there is evidence that 

childless families have identified their companion animals as similar to a human child.  

Indeed, Greenebaum (2004) has found that young couples without children and empty 

nesters think of themselves as mothers and fathers to “fur babies.”  Furthermore, 

Hirschman (1994) has noted that these exact populations treat their companion animals as 

if they are surrogate children.   Walsh (2009:482) has noted that singles and couples 

“often choose to raise pets before or instead of parenthood, gaining abilities to provide 

nurturance, affection, limit-setting, and concern for another living being.” And Beck and 

Katcher (1996) have indicated that animal owners without children engage in the highest 

rates of co-sleeping with their pets (a practice generally reserved for human children). 

This type of empirical evidence strongly suggests that childless people do indeed have a 

different entanglement, or relationship, with their companion animals than do those 

people that are raising human children alongside the family “pet.”       

 Furthermore, the fact that Burke (1980) has argued that self-meaning arises from 

the reactions of others, eventually becoming the way that one responds to oneself, 

exemplifies why these childless humans may behave as if they are parents: the neotenous 
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animal reacts as a child might when being invited into the parental bed.   The person sees 

this acceptance of the invitation as affirmation that the animal is a “fur baby” or surrogate 

child, which in turn strengthens the meaning of the animal as “child.”  The parent identity 

is thus formed and activated in interaction and appropriate context with the animal, 

following Burke’s (1980) conceptualization of identity as what it means to be a parent.4   

As Laurent-Simpson (2015) has noted, in the case of companion animals, this self-

meaning has not just come from non-human animal interaction, but also from the 

verification of this identity by significant family members.   That is, “grandparents” of 

“granddogs” not only verbally identified themselves as such in many cases, but also 

behaved in some ways similar to that of a human grandchild, and only in the context of 

the childless, adult child.  

 Brandes’ (2009) research on burial rituals involving animals in the industrial and 

post-industrial United States provides evidence of the expanding, animal inclusive 

definition of what it means to be a parent.  While he finds that animals early in the 

century were already being given human names, later in the century, tombstone 

inscriptions had progressed to including ethnic names.  Subsequent to that, human 

caretakers began listing their kinship to the animal via symbolic relations such as “child” 

or “children.”  Most recently, markers for deceased companion animals have begun to 

include extensive, symbolic information regarding these animals as children and family 

members.  Finally, present day families leave evidence of visiting their deceased 

“children,” just as one may do a deceased human, in the form of stuffed animals and toys 
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(Brandes 2009), suggesting, as Burke (1980) notes, the activation of a parent identity in 

certain contexts. 

USING A POSTHUMANIST LENS – EXTENDING IDENTITY THEORY 

 The key component of posthumanism is not simply that humans and non-humans 

are intertwined in agential performance with one another.  Instead, and far more 

interesting for identity theory, posthumanist accounts argue that there is a mutuality 

between the materiality and the human which is co-constitutive of each.  Haraway (2008) 

describes this as a “becoming with” one another, a process in which all agents involved, 

human and material, forever alter one another’s existence because of their relationship to 

one another.  Interestingly, Mead’s understanding of the relationship between human and 

nature as one of mutuality (rather than duality), where there is a “socialty” involved 

between objects, organisms, and systems (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming), is 

strikingly similar to that of the posthumanist position.   In their framing of Mead as a 

socio-environmental thinker, Brewster and Puddephatt (forthcoming:7) note that, while 

lingual expression and taking the role of other puts humans in a “privileged position” 

compared to non-human animals, for Mead, it does not elevate humans above the 

physical or biological world.  Instead, these elaborations are outcomes of human 

interaction with the environment, unique to other animals only in their form, and enabling 

the human to navigate nature as any other non-human animal does.   

 This idea of mind and self as a product of interaction with the environment rather 

than a dualistic relationship with it is reminiscent of the idea that dualisms such as the 
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human-nature divide are but outcomes of the assemblages of human and material.  

Indeed, Law (1999) argues that encompassed within the relational materiality of actor-

network theory is the notion that all entities, human and non-human, are produced in 

relation to each other.  Their being is contingent upon their relationships with one 

another. 

 What does this mean for the argument that identity theory should include in its 

purview the non-human and in this case the companion animal?  Sanders (1993) posits 

that much the same thing happens between animal guardians and their companion 

animals, creating a relationship in which co-participation, “mutual definition” of and 

taking the role of other come together to construct a sense of personhood for the animal 

while contributing to the owner’s self-definition.  Perception of the animal as person and 

the contribution to the human’s identity create a social relationship, constructed 

cooperatively, that would not exist otherwise were it not for the similar place of human 

and non-human animal within nature. 

 The structural symbolic interactionist position assumes that society is composed of 

organized and patterned human behavior and that self emerges in a similar manner as a 

result of those patterns (Burke and Stets 2009).  In fact, Stryker (1980: 59) notes in his 

treatise on structural symbolic interactionism that “self reflects society.”  However, 

Sanders’ (1993) position highlights the need for understanding the special contexts in 

which such a cooperatively constructed social relationship is formed, such as that of 

childless people.  While there is some literature covering those without children and their 
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“parental” relationships with their animals (Shir-Vertesh 2012; Carmichael and Whitaker 

2007; Greenebaum 2004; Hirschman 1994; Feldman 1979), little has been considered to 

date that examines this relationship as resulting in salient human role identity that would 

typically only occur between humans, such as the parent-child relationship.  

Furthermore, the posthumanist approach denies a representation of society as a 

conglomeration of organized, patterned behavior across large numbers of individual 

humans who ultimately produce some semblance of self (and thus an accumulation of 

identities) if it is not inclusive of other materialities (Barad 2003). Braidotti (2013:59-60) 

emphasizes this inaccuracy by noting: 

molecular biology [has] taught us that matter is self-organized (autopoietic), 
whereas monistic philosophy adds that it is also structurally relational and hence 
connected to a variety of environments.  These insights combine in defining 
intelligent vitality or self-organizing capacity as a force that is not confined within 
feedback loops, internal to the human self, but is present in all living matter. 
  

Identity theorists may be quick to argue that, without intersubjectivity founded in lingual 

capabilities, animals cannot be considered as social actors that may affect the 

development of human identity in anyway, regardless of the approach used.  While this 

may be of concern in research that remains anthropocentric, Braidotti (2013:60) argues 

that “the relational capacity of the posthuman subject is not confined within our 

species… living matter – including the flesh –is intelligent and self-organizing, but it is 

so precisely because it is not disconnected from the rest of organic life.” 

This position aligns nicely with Mead’s (1934:332) notion of mind as “only the 

culmination of that socialty which is found throughout the universe,” demonstrating 
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Mead’s notion of mind as “a process continuous with the rest of nature rather than 

separated from it” (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming).   

 Indeed, recent human-animal bonding research has supported the notion that 

interspecies intersubjectivity does exist in which humans and non-human animals are 

capable of alingual communication with human guardians (Young 2013; Irvine 2009, 

2004; Brandt 2004; Alger and Alger 1997).  It has also been argued that humans 

frequently project a sense of mind (resulting in perceived intersubjectivity) on non-

human entities such as canines (Sanders 2003), while others have contended that humans 

take the role of other in social interaction with non-humans by assuming a mutuality 

between all actors, human and non-human (Cohen 1989).  Owens (2007) has noted that, 

if certain urgent conditions persist, people can directly interact with non-human actors by 

“doing mind,” a process that requires more work from the person but ultimately allows 

the human to interact with the animal.    

 At minimum, this work suggests the importance of human perception in 

relationship to the non-human animal in certain contexts for identity formation.  It would 

seem that perceived intersubjectivity, for example, might activate a posthuman identity in 

relation to the animal.  Indeed, Irvine’s (2013) work on the homeless and their companion 

animals reported repeated labeling of animals as children.  One thought of himself as 

“Dad,” saying “I call him my son all the time” (Irvine 2013:69).  Comparing the 

relationship with his dog to the relationship that people with permanent homes had with 
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their canines, another participant emphasized “It’s not their kid.  It’s not their son or 

daughter like these guys are” (Irvine 2013: 55).  

 Finally, as Burke and Stets (2009:63) note, all input is perceptual in nature.  That is, 

the input against which the identity standard is compared and ultimately acted upon is 

based on the actor’s perception alone in relationship to the meanings set in the identity 

standard.  When Irvine’s (2013) homeless participants perceive their animals as children, 

the parent identity that is present has a set of standards for parent by which self is 

comparing.  These participants show what it means to them to be a parent in American 

culture by, for example, pointing out that they spend large quantities of time with their 

animals as one would expect someone with a daughter or son to do.  It would be 

imperative, then, to consider non-human animals as directly implicated in the formation 

of human identity, at least in certain contexts.  

DISCUSSION 

 Symbolic interactionism has a long history of focusing on human-to-human 

interaction, with the exception of more recent human-animal interaction research that has 

disputed this stance.  Indeed, the overarching tenets of the perspective focus on active 

humans engaged in lifelong social interaction.  The perspective requires of its actors the 

ability to think and define the situation in which they find themselves (Charon 2007:29).  

Absent the interspecies intersubjectivity that Irvine (2004, 2009, 2013), Alger and Alger 

(1997, 2003), Young (2013), and Brandt (2004) have clearly provided evidence for, much 

of this would seemingly preclude an analysis of identity formation in relationship to the 
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non-human animal primarily because of the influence of meaningful, intersubjective 

social interaction.   However, this anthropocentric perspective overlooks Mead’s (1972) 

contention that living organisms, both human and non-human, not only affect their 

environment, but also are affected by that same environment.  It is that very mutuality 

that confirms an organization of social relationships between the lingual human and 

nature, thus constituting an intersubjectivity that is not human centered, but rather 

centered on the physical and biological world.  Indeed, Brewster and Puddephatt 

(forthcoming) have argued that Mead’s conceptualization of the social order that identity 

theorists focus on was simply a more complex form of mutuality that is in existence for 

all living organisms.  

 Ultimately, this means that researchers are obligated to, at minimum, consider 

identity as co-constructed between humans, non-humans, and possibly even the 

environment itself.  If, as Cohen (1989) asserts, the perception of a mutuality between 

human and non-human actors presents itself (or more strikingly, if interspecies 

intersubjectivity is occurring), then by the tenets of symbolic interaction, non-humans, 

and in this case, companion animals, are necessarily impacting human identity formation 

in contexts like that of Irvine’s (2013) homeless population or Laurent-Simpson’s (2015) 

childless companion animal guardians.  The point here would be to conceptualize a 

posthuman identity in which the dimensions of role identity are met idiosyncratically 

with a non-human entity that is socially significant and salient to the human actor, co-

constructing an identity output representative of this assemblage of actors. 



33 
 

Finally, some may argue that a theoretical shift that aligns posthumanism with 

identity theory is peculiarly counterintuitive.  This perplexity likely arises from the notion 

that postmodernism (from which posthumanist thought has flowed) posits that there is no 

autonomous self, and thus no identity to form.  Instead, the idea of an autonomous self 

has been erased in exchange for fragmented, media driven images that create a “saturated 

self” with very little meaning beyond that of what has been displayed to the masses 

(Gergen 1991).  Indeed, Irvine (2004:173) notes in her work on animal selfhood that 

postmodernism (from which posthumanist thought has flowed) has critiqued the idea of 

self as autonomous entity “an illusion.”  However, Denzin (1991) has argued that there is 

a postmodern self “who embodies the multiple contradictions of postmodernism, while 

experiencing itself through the everyday performances of gender, class, and racially-

linked social identities.” Irvine (2004:175) has also argued that self is present in 

postmodernity in the form of self as experience, meaning that we cannot simply write off 

the idea of self, but instead, researchers should consider subjectivity as having other 

forms. 

This posthumanist argument lines up with Haraway’s (2008) in that companion 

animals and humans are co-species engaged in becoming-worldly together.  It is firmly 

grounded in Latour’s position that all elements in a network shape and constitute one 

another based on their entanglement within a network (Lee and Brown 1994).  And it is 

in alignment with Mead’s socio-environmental position that self, identity, inanimate and 

animate objects, and nature come together to co-construct social relationships that are 
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cooperative: “In balancing an ax, for instance, one is establishing a cooperative 

relationship with it and to this extent putting one’s self inside the object.  Similarly the 

log which one cuts will cooperate at a certain point… the process is essentialy social” 

(Mead 1938:654).  This parallel between Latour’s posthuman perspective, Mead’s 

foundation for symbolic interaction, and identity’s position that self is shaped by 

interactions with others (Stets 2006) leaves room for discussing how identity, and thus 

self, may be shaped within a network comprised of both humans and non-humans. 

       Vint (2005) frames the question of identity in the posthuman nicely by asking: 

If the self is being transformed by or merging with something else to become 
posthuman, is this relationship figured as an erasure of self, an invasion? Or is it 
seen as an expansion of self, a possibility that being human might be figured in 
terms of connection to the world rather than in terms of boundaries between self 
and non-self? 
 

 In this framework, self is not absent for a posthumanist position.  Instead, it calls 

for a reconceptualizing of self, and thus identity, from that of subject-object to that of 

subject-subject, allowing for a mutual socialty between humans and non-humans.  

Indeed, as Braidotti (2006:201) describes, what we know of as the individual self is really 

“a radically immanent body… an assemblage of forces, or flows, intensities and passions 

that solidify in space, and consolidate in time.”  Theorizing that identity formation is 

actually a product of knots and entanglements between humans, non-human animals, and 

nature acknowledges the components of the embodied self, en totale, in a bioegalitarian 

manner (Braidotti 2006), while also recognizing the importance of alingual 

communication in bonding, interpretation/reaction, and shared experience for human 
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guardians and the companion animal (Young 2013; Brandt 2004; Irvine 2004; Sanders 

1993).  Most importantly for the roots of identity theory, theorizing the posthuman 

identity falls within the purview of Mead’s notion of humans, non-humans, and the 

environment as cooperatively constructing a socialty within which all entities are socially 

related. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In the context of people and their companion animals, multiple research questions 

arise from this proposed extension of identity theory.  First of all, does an easily 

identifiable, by cultural standards, parent identity arise in the context of the family 

companion animal?  Secondly, does the special context of the childless companion 

animal owner reveal a substantive parent identity not present in the context of owners that 

have human children and companion animals?  Thirdly, do childless owners display 

behavioral output related to their companion animals that is consistent to that of a parent 

and human child?  And, finally, if the parent identity exists, does it garner external 

support from other significant family member identities?
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter discusses data and methods.  First, I discuss the research design 

followed by a review of the data and sample.  Next, I explain the development of the 

interview instrument.  Finally, I review both data collection and data analysis. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 This project incorporated a qualitative research design for data collection that used 

semi-structured, in-depth interviews.  Qualitative work, such as in-depth interviews, 

provides rich, accurate data that could not otherwise be obtained from quantitative 

methods that may lack accuracy (Fine and Elsbach 2000).  This type of data works well 

for informing researchers of participants’ “views, feelings, and actions as well as the 

contexts and structures of their lives” (Charmaz 2006:15).  Furthermore, these advantages 

mesh very nicely with micro-level studies seeking to understand meaning making and 

identity formation as context, actions, feelings, and views speak volumes to these 

phenomena.  

 While I initially began this work with a particular theoretical perspective in mind, I 

was also careful to follow Lofland and Lofland’s (1995:11) recommendation to “start 

where you are” as a means of investing myself in this project.  My previous personal 

experience as a childfree companion animal owner greatly informed the initial interview 

guide and theoretical positioning contained herein.  And while I started with the general
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idea of extending identity theory in a posthumanist manner to non-human animals, 

neither my previous experience nor identity theory dictated the progression of data 

collection and analysis.  Instead, as Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggested in their 

development of the grounded theory perspective, I analyzed data inductively, as it was 

gathered, to develop theory as a means of directing future interviews. 

 Furthermore, I followed Butler-Kisber’s (2010:9) recommendation to position 

oneself in the work, acknowledging the pragmatist philosophy that “knowledge is 

experience.”  I framed this project with the understanding that multiple-constructed 

realities for each person, based on their experiences, are valid and valued for their 

complexity and depth (Butler-Kisber 2010).   

DATA 

 Data were collected using in-depth interviews that focused on multiple areas of 

interest.  Initially, these areas included perception of companion animals as “children,” 

the kinds of activities owners engage in with their companion animals, the nature of the 

animal’s “home life,” kinds of special treatment given to the animal (scheduling of park 

excursions, trips to the store, special activities exclusive to the owner and animal), 

holiday celebrations, relationships with other family members, extended family 

relationships with the animal, and affect of the animal on having human children.   As 

discussed below, the interview guide evolved throughout this process as some expected 

differences between those with and without children either did not emerge in ongoing 

data analysis or emerged in a different way than originally expected. 
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Sample 

 Participants in this study were required to meet certain parameters.  First and 

foremost, all needed to have at least one dog or cat present in the home.  This choice of 

species is supported in the literature as those that have the greatest level of bonding with 

humans (Taylor et al. 2006; Albert and Bulcroft 1988).  I found that my data became 

saturated with those that had human children at a total of 10 (including two females that 

had believed that they were infertile for a good deal of their lives only to find out 

differently later on).   One of these interviews was discarded for the reasons discussed 

below.  For participants that were either childfree or childless, my data became saturated 

at a total of 16.  Two of these interviews were discarded for the reasons discussed below.  

Ultimately, a total of 23 interviews were used in this analysis, 9 with those who had 

children and 14 with those who were either childfree or childless. 

 Both female and male participants were allowed.  However, of a total of 26 

participants, only 1 was male.  Two other males expressed interest in being recruited for 

the project, but subsequently backed out.  Participants were also required to be between 

the ages of 18 and 44.  This age restriction was in place for two reasons.  First, it is 

assumed that people under the age of 18 are not actively, intentionally making fertility 

choices.  This research focused on adults that are of childbearing age.  Second, the age 

range is capped at 44 in order to avoid “empty nesters,” or those with adult children, as this 

population may significantly alter data in the “childless” sample by blurring the symbolic 

boundaries between human child and animal “child.”   
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 These restrictions were tightened, though, as I moved through the collection phase.  

As I screened prospective participants for compatibility with the research, I realized that 

people still living at home with their parents appeared to have qualitatively different 

relationships with their animals.  Part of the reason for this seemed to lie in age.  Recruits 

that were denied entry into the project based on this were always in their very early 20’s or 

younger.  Two initiated interviews that were subsequently not used for this research were 

discarded because the participants (18 and 21) had not really thought about having human 

children in the first place.  I assumed this had to do with their life stage and the fact that 

living under the same roof as one’s parents at a still relatively young age stunted thoughts 

of fertility because the participants were still viewed as children themselves by their home 

providing parents. 

 Another interview was discarded based on the fact that the participant was a college 

student with human children who had not lived with her animals for several years, but still 

thought of them as her “kids.”  However, the interview itself revealed that the participant 

had little intimate knowledge of the animals’ daily lives and only intermittent physical 

contact with them.  Based on the kinds of connections and relationships that I had already 

witnessed in other interviews, I decided that this kind of long distance relationship would 

not be adequate for participation in the study.  Therefore, anyone that was not actively 

living with their animal(s) was disqualified from participation from that point on. 

Participants were recruited via a two-pronged approach.  First, fliers were placed 

in veterinarian offices in the Allen, Texas and Plano, Texas areas and on the main 
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announcement boards located around the campus of Texas Woman’s University.  Those 

that contacted me were screened for the qualifications listed above.  Participants that did 

not qualify for the study were given an explanation as to why that was the case and then 

thanked for their time.  The vast majority of participants in this study (25) were recruited 

like this. 

Second, at the end of each interview, a snowball technique was used in which 

participants were asked if they knew of anyone else that might be interested in 

participating.  Sometimes, participants spontaneously mentioned friends or family that 

would be perfect for recruitment during the course of the interview.  Participants that 

thought they knew of someone that might be interested were asked to pass my contact 

information on to these connections.  While five different participants mentioned others 

that might qualify, only one participant resulted from this type of recruitment.  

Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) have argued that as little as twelve interviews 

would produce saturation with subsequent interviews producing similar data for 

metathemes.  However, Creswell (2012) suggests 20 – 30 interviews would suffice for 

data saturation using a grounded theory methodology.  Charmaz (2006) notes that a small 

study with “modest claims” might enable a smaller number of interviews.  Both this 

literature as well as the fact that data became saturated in both groups at the numbers 

discussed above allowed me to feel secure in ending data collection with this number of 

participants.   
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Instruments 

 A semi-structured interview format was used that probed questions such as: What 

types of activities do you engage in with your pet?   When you think of your pet, what do 

you think of?  How do you discuss your pet with other people?  What is your most 

memorable story of your pet?  How do you (or do you at all) engage your companion 

animal with other family members (extended and immediate)?  These questions were 

developed by me based on prior human-animal bonding research (Marinelli et al. 2007; 

Albert and Bulcroft 1988), practices surrounding companion animals (Blouin 2013; 

Greenebaum 2004; Beck and Katcher 1996), and my own anecdotal conversations with 

companion animal owners.   

 In keeping with Rubin and Rubin (2011), development of the interview guide was 

on-going throughout data collection.  This increased efficiency of subsequent interviews 

as I was able to discard prior questions initially thought to be important but that were not 

found to be meaningful as more and more participants were interviewed. It also allowed 

me to hone in on emerging themes, especially those within childfree and childless 

interviews that increasingly highlighted parenting activities that were not present in 

interviews garnered from participants that did have human children. 

 The final interview guide is attached as Appendix B. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was initiated in late May 2015 and concluded in late September 

2015.  This phase followed a multi-step process that was ongoing throughout collection.   
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Once participants qualified for inclusion in the study, a time and place was chosen for the 

interview, usually by email, but occasionally via texting.  Then, upon completion of the 

interview, the digital audio file was transcribed, either by me or a transcriptionist paid for 

with my own monies.  With the completion of transcription, the raw data then moved on 

to the analysis phase.  Therefore, depending on when the participant entered the study, 

interviews could be at any point of this process during the data collection phase.  For 

example, an interview collected in May would have been completely transcribed and 

coded by the beginning of June whereas one collected in late August would not have 

been coded until early September.  As mentioned above, this process allowed me to 

engage in responsive interviewing, altering the interview guide as I went as a means of 

focusing on emergent themes in earlier, coded interviews (Rubin and Rubin 2011).  

 Interviews occurred at a time and place of the participant’s choosing.  This was 

done in order to increase both trust in the researcher as well as participant comfort in the 

interview process, both important to building the bonds necessary to encouraging open 

conversation (Charmaz 2006).  Furthermore, for those participants that substantively 

discussed their animals as if they were children, it became readily apparent that they felt 

judged by society as “crazy” for treating their animals in this way.  As a result, I worked 

hard to use body language and symbolic gestures during their speech that would indicate 

that I posed no judgment for these beliefs.  The tactic appeared to work as several 

participants indicated that they had never shared the kinds of things with others that they 

were sharing with me during these interviews.     
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 During the interview, I used several tools to aid in the collection of data, including 

a copy of the most up-to-date, semi-structured interview guide; a small notebook; and 

two Apple iPads as recording devices.  Participants were told what each of these were for 

and were reassured that audio recordings would be erased upon transcription.   I also 

explained that I was using two recording devices as a fail-safe because my first two 

interviews of the project had been lost to technical issues.  Participants seemed amicable 

to this and the backup recording was always erased at the conclusion of the interview, 

once I confirmed that the primary device had captured the interview and saved it.  I also 

took notes, if necessary, as reminders to return to something interesting later in the 

interview or if something that the participant had said reminded me of an earlier 

interview with other participants.  I also marked down times of particularly poignant 

items so that I would be sure to mark them in the transcription.   

 At the beginning of each interview, I introduced the study to the participant and 

went over in detail the consent form that had been approved by the TWU Institutional 

Review Board.  I asked each participant if he or she had any questions both at the end of 

the first page of the form as well as at the end of the second page.  I then asked if the 

participant understood the purpose and procedures.  Once the participant assured me that 

he or she did understand, agreed to the interview, and signed and initialed the consent 

form, we began the interview process. 

 At the beginning of the interview process, I reminded the participant of procedures 

in place during the interview that would allow breaks or termination of the interview for 



44 
 

any reason, as per the consent form.  At least five of the participants became emotional 

(crying, emotional discomfort) during the interview, but all turned down repeated offers 

for breaks or termination of the interview.  Next, I began asking interview questions from 

the interview guide.  Questions that inductively arose during the course of interviewing 

were also asked at that point.  Likewise, questions that were determined to be non-essential 

on the original interview guide because of the nature of the participant (with children or 

without) were skipped over.  Once I had done a significant number of interviews (around 

10), questions that did not appear to depict any discernable difference between the two 

groups (such as holiday celebrations, the area in which the dog was kept, and special 

treatment of the animal) were also skipped over.  Indeed, I determined that thematic 

differences in these areas did not arise because all respondents classified their animals as 

family members, thus differences in themes for the two groups were not apparent.  Upon 

completion of the interview, I reminded participants of their rights according to the consent 

form as well as my contact information, in case any questions arose later. 

 Interviews ranged from 50 minutes to 2 and one half hours, generating large volumes 

of rich, thick description.  Once interviews were completed, they were transcribed within 

a week.  Transcribed interviews were then moved on to the data analysis phase described 

below.   

Data Analysis 

 Once transcribed, interviews were loaded into NVivo, a software program 

specifically developed for qualitative data analysis.  Each participant was assigned 
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demographic traits for ease of categorization based on the following characteristics: 

fertility status (childfree, childless/infertile, thought infertile initially), age (20-29, 30-39, 

40-44), and gender. 

As mentioned above, data analysis was ongoing throughout the data collection 

phase of the project.  Data analysis for each transcribed interview included the following:  

a brief skim of the transcript, a more thorough read of the transcript, a two-step coding 

process, and memoing.  The brief skim was used as a way of reorienting myself with the 

interview.  I did this without writing anything down, only focusing on remembering the 

respondent’s demeanor, the interview atmosphere, and anything else that may have been 

going through my mind during the interview.  I also took this time to check for any notes 

that I may have made during the course of the interview.   

The extended read through was done as a means of simply thinking through the 

data without coding.  This helped me to develop a general overview of things that would 

later be open coded and focused coded.   

I used the coding and analysis process as a means of developing themes that 

would allow me to address the research questions while still allowing for the emergence 

of unexpected findings.  Data went through a two-step process that involved both initial 

coding and axial coding (Charmaz 2006).  Because I engaged in both deductive and 

inductive analysis, my initial codes were a hybrid of themes generated in the participants’ 

responses as well as theoretical ideas taken from identity theory.  I moved line-by-line 

through the data looking for ideas that could be used as categorization later on in my 
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analysis.  Some of these initial codes failed to produce much in the way of information 

and, as a result, were later abandoned for more meaningful, adequate codes (Charmaz 

2006).   

Once an interview had gone through the initial coding process, I went back 

through the data for axial coding that would allow me to bring all of the bits and pieces of 

earlier coding into major categories (Charmaz 2006), such as nurturing or identity 

support.   This enabled me to make connections between many of the earlier initial codes 

so that they could comprise a more meaningful, substantive category.  These major 

categories became the impetus for searching through existing literature that might explain 

behavior associated with the parent identity.  

I engaged in “memoing” throughout, both before and during data collection and 

analysis, on a range of topics.  In line with Butler-Kisber’s (2010) suggestion that 

researchers remain aware of their assumptions throughout their work, I also wrote an 

identity memo in which I tried to think of everything in my past including education and 

my own relationships with companion animals that might inform this research.  When I 

thought of something new, I simply returned to that document and added it as a way to 

remain transparent to myself about how my own experiences might affect my interactions 

with participants as well as my analysis.  

I also engaged in reflective memoing throughout data collection and analysis.  

This process allows the researcher to “dialog with herself” in order to think about issues 

or ideas that arise throughout the research process (Butler-Kisber 2011:20).  These 
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memos included possible themes that I thought might emerge from the data, why 

contradictions to certain themes within particular groups appeared, refining the interview 

instrument through “responsive interviewing” (Rubin and Rubin 2011), and ideas about 

directions for future papers.  This process was integral in guiding my analysis as it 

allowed me to “unjumble” my brain from a million little details that, otherwise, would 

have reduced acknowledgement of my own subjectivity while also overwhelming me.
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CHAPTER IV 
 

PARENTAL DOMAINS AND BEHAVIORAL OUTPUT 
 

 This chapter discusses results from interviews that were conducted with both 

groups in my sample, those with and without human children.  I begin with a review of 

my assumptions, based on identity theory.  I continue with a brief discussion of literature 

that highlights cultural expectations of the parent domain in the United States.  I follow 

this with a discussion of findings relevant to the first three research questions.  

ASSUMPTIONS 

Identity theory frames the concept of identity as the internalization of cultural 

expectations regarding a status, such as parent, into one’s self-concept (Stryker 1980).  

This internalization links the individual to the larger social structure with an idealized set 

of behavioral expectations.  McCall and Simmons (1978) argue that “role identity” is 

how one thinks of him- or herself as being and acting in a certain position.  Role 

identities have both a conventional and idiosyncratic dimension, with the former 

including the cultural expectations of the relevant status and the latter highlighting an 

actor’s unique interpretation of the role identity (McCall and Simmons 1978).  

Performance of a role identity therefore is a combination of meeting set cultural 

expectations for the status and adapting those expectations to one’s own personal 

interpretations.  In the case of most of the childless participants in this study, the 

idiosyncratic component of their
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internalization and subsequent performance of the parent identity involved assigning the 

counter identity of “child” to a companion animal rather than to human offspring.  

Counter identities are an important component of this conceptualization because 

without their presence, the role identity cannot be successfully performed (Burke 1980). 

In this case, an actor that enacts the parent identity can only do so effectively in the 

presence of the counter-identity of child.  While McCall and Simmons (1978) argue that 

the enactment of the role identity is done in interaction with the counter-identity, I 

assume that the counter-identity and its role performance by the other actor can be 

perceived or even imagined, just as the role identity of the original actor can be.  Indeed, 

prior research has indicated that this perceived negotiation may be the case with human-

animal interaction (Sanders 2003; Cohen 1993).  In fact, several of my participants 

openly noted regular negotiation and communication with their dogs or cats.   One 

childless female described the give and take of understanding the process of injury care 

between her and her dachshund of five years: 

She used to growl at me if I tried to pull it out, but over time she’s figured out if 
she’ll just be still and let me pull it out that’s far less awful than walking with the 
sticker and fighting me and all that. Anyway, this is just kind of that care thing, 
she can’t figure out how to do it on her own. She might have resented a little bit 
but we negotiated, where... It’s okay that I am caring for her.  And she realizes 
that I really am caring for her and her stubborn dog brain (laughter). 
 
Furthermore, I follow Burke and Stet’s (2009:49) position that behavior 

consistent with the expectations of a certain identity confirms the presence of that 

identity.   Therefore, I assume in my analysis that behavior indicative of a parent identity 

means that the person has indeed internalized the cultural expectations associated with 
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being a parent.  Thus, their behavioral output will reflect that identity when in interaction 

with their companion animals. 

PARENTAL DOMAINS 

Stueve and Pleck (2001) highlight several parental domains as components of the 

parent identity: 1) caregiving, 2) promoting development, 3) breadwinning, 4) arranging 

and planning, and 5) the parent’s relationship with the child.  While there was some 

evidence from a few participants of concern over breadwinning for their animals as well 

as for arranging and planning, I used the other three domains for analysis because of the 

strength of the data that I had collected.  I add one more parental domain to this mix 

based on the inductive emergence of such in the data collected for this research: parental 

life modification for the child.  Because identity has been defined as a set of internalized, 

cultural expectations of a certain status, I chose these domains to represent the presence 

of parental behavior that might be associated with the enactment of the parent identity.  

Furthermore, I use these particular domains to categorize role performances reported by 

participants in relationship to their companion animal(s).   

In keeping with Stueve and Pleck (2001), I interpreted the caregiving domain as 

things involved with physical care.  I also added emotional care to this particular 

category.  Promoting development was conceptualized as socialization of the animal, one 

of the key components of childhood development (Maccoby 1992).   I also considered 

any substantive discussion of one’s animal as a child, son, or daughter, beyond the 

superficial labeling of the animal as such, as evidence of the parent’s relationship with 
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the child.  Finally, parent’s life modification included any activity in which the 

participant had actively modified, or planned to modify, his or her own life trajectory or 

other human relationships for the sake of the animal.  This might include ending 

relationships because of the animal or planning future financial goals with the animal in 

mind. 

Finally, McCall and Simmons (1978) conceptualize role performance as the 

enactment of both real and imagined behavior that the actor views as suitable to the role 

identity.  Based on this, I make the assumption that, if role performances indicate the 

presence of a role identity for McCall and Simmons (1978), then behavioral output from 

an actor that matches the conventional interpretation of a particular role identity can be 

assumed to be indicative of the presence of that role identity.  In this case, I assume that 

participants reporting behavior that could be defined as parental in nature, according to 

the above parental domains, are engaging in role behavior that is indicative of the 

presence of the parent identity.  For example, if one participant reports staying up all 

night with an ill puppy, then I would classify this as part of the caregiving domain of the 

parent identity.  Likewise, if a participant maintains that she thought of her dog as a 

daughter and then provides in-depth descriptions of this experience, I categorize this as 

depicting a parent’s relationship with the child. 

Caregiving 

 The act of caregiving was present throughout both groups of participants on a 

basic level.   The acts of regular feeding and basic veterinary care were both present as 
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themes in childless and parents of human children narratives.  Consideration for 

acceptable care while the family vacationed (if the animal did not travel with the family) 

was also present for both groups for a variety of reasons.  When asked about boarding her 

three dogs, Amanda, a mother of three human children, said:  

I have never boarded them. No. And part of me would worry about them if I 
boarded them… because I want to make sure that they feel comfortable and that 
they are at home because I know that dogs can start with anxiety. And since we 
are not going to be around, I wanted to feel as comfortable as possible. 
 

Likewise, Julie, a female with no human children, was empathetic with her schnauzer 

mix regarding being boarded: 

I can only imagine being in a totally different environment that you are not 
used to.  It’s very stressful.  It’s stressful for me when I when I am visiting one 
place that’s not my home… and he’s never gone long periods of time without us 
[her and her partner].  So… I just think it would be too stressful for him. 
 

Empathy over how one’s animal felt about certain decisions such as boarding or being 

left to live outside was also prominent in both groups.  When asked where their animals 

lived, inside or outside, a common theme amongst both groups was that their companion 

animals lived inside, often times citing the extreme heat typical of Texas weather or the 

comfort of the animal.  Riley, a participant with human children who had noted her 

resentment of the family Cockapoo because of its refusal to play with her human children 

said of the dog living inside that “He’s...uh...afraid of outside. He doesn’t like outside... 

He was scared all his life… he’s scared of everything, even people and so he rather be 

inside.”  Another equally discussed reason for keeping one’s animal(s) outside revolved  
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around weather conditions.  Shay, a participant without human children, likened leaving 

an animal outside to being abusive: 

We only take her outside to go to the bathroom and go on walks and play, that’s it. 
But she lives inside, she sleeps inside… because it’s too hot. It’s animal abuse to 
let a dog sleep outside. I can’t stand it.  I mean, you know what, what’s even 
worse to me is seeing… dogs outside panicking you know, especially without 
water.  
 
While these caregiving themes were common across both groups of participants, 

this is not surprising given that participants across the board identified their animals as 

members of the family rather than compulsory belongings in the American family.  

However, other, more substantive subthemes of caregiving arose within the childless 

group regarding childcare of their animal children that were not present in the group with 

human children.  These included in-depth healthcare, protection (emotional and 

physical), and night care. 

In-depth healthcare.  Participants without human children were particularly 

concerned over their animals’ health status, beyond a concern for basic care such as 

routine veterinary visits, heartworm and flea prevention, and vaccination schedules that 

was present in both groups.  This behavior appeared in several different forms including 

spending large amounts of money on critical care, carefully researching medical options, 

being present for crucial veterinary appointments, and questioning veterinary expertise 

when necessary.  Julie was adamant that she took her animal child’s “healthcare very 

serious.”  Meg, much like the parent of a newborn human child might do, worked very 

hard to ensure that her puppy, Cavan, was not exposed to bacterial or viral infections that 
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could give him life-threatening illnesses.  She explained how she protected his health for 

the first several months of his life with her: 

 He can’t really be out yet. We bundle him up, everything. He doesn’t touch  
anything. We pick up our shoes. Any guests that comes to our house gets hosed 
down by just everything. ‘Wash your hands. Take off your shoes.’ Hose you 
down before you’d be able to touch Cavan. Basically, we don’t really have people 
over, because ... Just to avoid that [danger]. 
 

 The choice to expend large amounts of money on critical care for their ailing 

animal children was also a repeated theme for this group of participants.  Hannah noted 

that her highly allergic dachshund had surprised her with the expense involved in keeping 

her healthy.  “I have to buy really good dog food and… Zyrtec… those kinds of things … 

and it has ended up financially… financially she ended up being a bigger burden than I 

would have expected.” Participant willingness to spend much larger amounts of money to 

get their animal children healthy was a frequent theme for childless people who were 

dealing with serious injury or chronic illness.  This kind of experience was quite painful 

for participants who found themselves in this position.  However, much like a parent 

might with a human child, they were willing to spend large amounts of money to pay for 

critical care for their animals.  Euthanasia was never viewed as an option simply for the 

alleviation of financial strain.    Becky, a female that had been diagnosed as infertile, 

recounted how she and her husband had taken out a loan to cure their dachshund “baby” 

of paralysis along her “back half:” 

They said she had a calcified back injury.  Basically, they said there is a  
micro surgeon… that does back surgeries and so ‘you can take her over there or 
we have to put her down.’ And so what are we doing?  We are not going to put 
our baby down. We took her… and they said it’s gonna be a bit over three 
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thousand dollars. And, that is one of the situations where you were like ‘OK’. 
They had Care Credit available for veterinary situations or dental situations… We 
went for the three thousand dollars to save her. Because we weren’t gonna… most 
people would be like ‘that is just a dog’, like it is not just a dog!  You know we 
can’t... If a person has a head injury, you won’t sit there and say ‘hey mom I’m 
sorry if you broke your leg, we are putting you down’ you know (laughter)… you 
don’t do this.   Of course we could not tell most people because they would think 
it’s crazy, dogs don’t even cost that, you know… They are like little kids, you 
cannot sit there and say we cannot afford the treatment.   
 
Willingness to expend financially extended across animal children within the 

same family, too.  Wrenn, after having explained that three of her four rescue “babies” 

had recently been diagnosed with somewhat expensive ailments, including diabetes 

requiring “daily insulin shots,” a thyroid disorder, and seizures of unknown origin, 

questioned “What is wrong?  Were these dogs brought into our lives because we were 

able to [financially] provide the medical care they need?  We have the means to give 

them the love that they need?”  Wrenn noted that regardless of the cost, she was willing 

to do whatever it took to see that her babies got what they needed. Speaking of the first 

animal child that she and her husband brought into their family, she said: 

He just instantly became our baby… He was very spoiled. I remember as he was 
aging he had to have this really high dollar stuff to go in his food. And I 
remember somebody said to me ‘You would spend that on your dog?’ And I just 
remember not even stopping to think… And I said ‘Well, if your child needed it 
would you buy it?  He’s my [her emphasis] child and he needs it and he’s going to 
have it.  If I have to take a second job, he’s going to get it.’ And they were like 
‘oh well, I guess that makes sense.’ 
 

Kathy, a participant who was incorrectly diagnosed as infertile, remembered the expense 

involved with her pre-human child German Shepherd:  “Rom was having grand mal 

seizures and we had like $200 a month in medicine.”   
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 In contrast, Amanda, a mother of three human children, noted that, while she 

loved the family dogs and thought of them as family members, expending large financial 

amounts on family animals simply was not an option: 

 I don’t see them as children, meaning if my children want to get ill and there are 
ways to help that were obviously very expensive, I would not bat an eyelash. 
I would absolutely be doing it.  But if my dogs got ill, and it was thousands of 
dollars a month… I don’t think I would commit to doing that.   
 

Amanda’s position on large financial expenditures for the family animal clearly pits the 

position of family pet against that of family child.  This is an interesting juxtaposition to 

participants without human children who were willing to spend large amounts on their 

animal children because it indicates a clear differentiation in status between the human 

child and the family animal.  However, in situations where human children were not 

present, it was not out of the question to take out a loan to secure an animal child’s 

health, as Amanda would have likely done as a parent of a human child.     

 While there is much research on increasing parental knowledge of childhood 

illness and disorders, several participants without human children were very well read 

about their animal children’s health situation.  This kind of knowledge armed animal 

parents with the confidence to question veterinary decisions.  Wrenn said of the decision 

to increase a phenobarbital dose for her “baby” with seizures, that she “Googled it and 

researched it [endlessly] which I knew I shouldn’t do because I am constantly driving the 

vet crazy with “you gotta check his liver.”   
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Noting that her animal child, Morgan, was prone to vomiting, Shay noted her 

aggravation with one vet in particular that insisted on regularly administering an anti-

nausea medication that was particularly painful:   

It really, really stinks and most of them [vet patients] cry when they get it because 
it hurts so much.  And I am like ‘Why does she need it?’  Just make sure she is 
not dehydrated and she will be fine. 
 

Shay became so irritated that the vet did not acknowledge her questions, she finally chose 

to see a different vet in the practice who listened to her concerns and agreed to try 

alternative treatments. 

 Careful, studied care of animal children was common and animal parents were not 

willing to compromise their animals’ health over any kind of perceived inadequacy of 

veterinary care.  Julie described her discomfort with further entrusting her schnauzer mix 

“baby” to a veterinarian that had misdiagnosed an invasive lipoma located on the dog’s 

back leg:   

 I don’t even feel comfortable… even the vet I took into for his leg, I’m not even  
comfortable with that anymore. So we have to find a different vet to take him 
into. Because while grooming him… I found that they had left part of a suture 
knot in his leg from the surgery. And I had to remove it and I was so upset that I 
had to remove it!  I was already skeptical about this that… Because even within 
the same clinic we got two different diagnoses… two different advices about his 
leg and about how they advised us to go on his surgery for his leg. 

 

Protection.  Protecting children is one of the primary functions of parents for their 

human children, especially physical and psychological protection (Alvy 1987).  

Protection also emerged as another prominent subtheme of caregiving.  This component 

of caregiving is an obvious expectation of people with human children as is evident in a 
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Google search using the terms “parents protecting children” and “parental protection” 

that returned about 101,000,000 results, including protecting children from physical 

harm, bullying, secondhand smoke, and online risks.  Over two-thirds of participants 

without human children were very concerned about protecting their animal children.   

This protection appeared as either physical or emotional, ranging from keeping their 

animal children safe from physical attacks to defending their animals against teasing or 

harassment from others. 

Jed, a male participant who had chronic problems from a decade-old leg injury 

that made it difficult for him to move, was willing to risk his own physical safety in order 

to protect his dog.  While he had earlier been adamant that he did not think of their dog as 

a child because they both wanted human children so badly (Jed’s partner had been 

diagnosed with infertility), Jed later explained that Wilma and their other recently 

deceased dachshund had “taken on that role [even though] I didn’t intend for them to.”  

When asked what about his relationship with them made him feel like that, he said:   

I guess the way I react to things with them would be the best indicator that it’s 
kind of turned into that because we are very protective of them… like you would 
be of kids… it’s gone beyond just taking care and looking out for a pet. 
 

He recounted a particularly poignant, revealing experience in which he willingly used his 

own body to protect his aging dachshund: 

We live in not the greatest place right now, but there’s a lot of stray dogs that 
come by. Of course, Wilma’s always on a leash. She never gets off her leash 
when we’re outside because we don’t want to lose track of her. We don’t have a 
fence. That’s the way she was raised… I had taken her out. This is, when I’m in 
the condition I’m in right now which is hard for me to move or getting around, 
and I was standing on our deck. She had run down the steps and here comes a dog 
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this way. I think it was with some people.  I don’t know. The dog just started 
heading for Wilma and so I got upset and started yelling, and just took off down 
the stairs. I could have injured myself, but just without thinking, I’m going to 
protect her…  
 
I don’t think I’ve made it down those steps that fast in a long time. I ran down. I 
grabbed her and was yelling at the people and the other dog. “You need to have 
your dog on a leash.” I didn’t know if the dog was going to attack her. The dog’s 
much bigger than she is. Obviously much younger. I don’t know. You just run 
down, protect. I didn’t really give a thought that I could fall down these steps. I 
could be attacked by the dog myself. I don’t know these people coming. They 
could be whatever. They could be angry, or a hothead. You never know how 
people can react, but I didn’t take any of that into account. I just wanted to protect 
the dog, protect Wilma. 
 

And this kind of willingness to provide protection in the face of one’s own safety was 

repeated throughout other childless participants’ interviews.  Hannah discussed the all-

”terrifying” fear that she experienced when her animal child had disappeared from her 

sight on a camping trip.  She suddenly heard high-pitched screams from her dachshund, 

Sam, as she was attacked by another, larger dog:  

I heard Sam crying and squeal out in pain… not being able to get to her… not 
being able to get to her was really upsetting… [I was] feeling really worried and 
wanting to know she was safe and really wanting to get her into a safe place.  I 
wanted to run to her and I couldn’t, I mean I physically could not run… With the 
biting, I just remember feeling so helpless because I could not get to her.  Could 
not make the other dogs stop… I think she was a little bit freaked out but not as 
much as I was.  Like I was far more upset by the entire situation. 
 

Hannah’s helplessness, worry, and fear at not being able to keep her animal child from 

physical harm shows that her concern is parental in nature even as she also reported being 

worried that Sam may have hurt someone else.  Of course, noting that she was far more 

freaked out than Sam was is also reminiscent of a parent reporting greater levels of 

concern over a traumatic event than a human child. 
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Physical protection also appeared in the form of preventative measures, such as 

was the case with Beth, a childless participant who had fashioned a carabiner through a 

seatbelt in her vehicle in order to create a “car seat” for her animal child, a male cat 

named Owen.   She explained: 

To me that’s what it is.  It’s like a baby seat back there.  Because if I have to slam 
on the brakes I don’t want him sliding…  If we were rolling around… or flying or 
something… It is bad enough with the seatbelt on a human.  He can’t be just back 
there rolling around.  
 
Still other evidence of this concern over physical safety appeared in participants 

who had dogs with seizure disorders.  Kathy remembered when “Rom would seizure, my 

husband and I would lay in a circle around her… with seizures, sometimes for an hour 

and a half.”  Likewise, Wrenn and her husband had a very detailed plan in place for the 

safety of their Husky/Shepherd mix:  

Mostly what we are doing is keeping him from hitting his head on anything.  We  
love on him.  We talk to him really calmly and tell him ‘Luke you’re going to... 
It’s going to be okay.’  We’re also telling everybody else [their other three animal 
children] that it is going to be okay.  [Her husband] is usually on one side of Luke 
and I am usually on the other side to keep him safe… And we are also putting 
blankets all around him for the urine.  So we are mainly trying to get him padded 
and comfort him so that when he does come out of the seizure we are the first 
people that he sees that he is okay… 
 

The hour and a half time loss Kathy and her spouse (both working professionals) invested 

in keeping a seizing Rom safe or the extensive lengths that Wrenn went to for the safety 

and comfort of Luke highlight a relationship that is far more than that of a pet owner and 

animal.  Rather, these are people with a substantive identity connected to their animal 

children that are willing to literally stop their lives for the safety of their canine children.  
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Jed’s willingness to sacrifice his own physical safety for that of his animal child is also 

indicative of an identity that far surpasses that of animal owner.  The disposition to invest 

so much in protecting the human child suggests behavior that is not only seen in parents 

of human children, it is also culturally expected.  Participants without human children 

were able to provide instances of exactly this cultural expectation, providing evidence 

that they were engaged in the enactment of a parental identity. 

Many childless participants also reported engaging in emotional protection 

against teasing, bullying of the animal, and past traumatic experiences, another parental 

behavior that is written into cultural scripts regarding the parent identity.  Emma, a 

childless female that worked as a speech therapy professional, shared that “if dogs could 

have autism, Brady would have autism, [being] very skittish… jumping at the click of a 

remote and wanting to go to the door and outside.”  She had had repeated discussions 

with her husband over intentionally making Brady “freak out” by “throwing a soccer ball 

or hitting the remote on his chest every once in a while.”  This aggravated her because 

“he likes to annoy Brady.  He thinks it’s funny and I am not thinking it’s funny.  I am 

thinking he’s really scared and it is NOT OKAY [participant emphasis].”  She also 

reported reprimanding her husband for yelling at Brady because “he is just wanting some 

attention.  Like if you will just give him a little bit of attention and tell him you love him, 

he will go lay down and be happy.”   

Lynn was quite adamant that she had grown tired of her friends making fun of 

Roger’s chronic, asthmatic cough.  She remembered the last episode of teasing her 
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animal child.  “The last girl I think I made feel really bad.  But I’m like [irritated voice] ‘I 

don’t make fun of you or your kid or anything like that.’  I mean he can’t help it 

[defensively].  He’s sick.”  Lynn had been quite transparent that she viewed her dog as a 

child and made no qualms about standing up for Roger when the situation called for it. 

Wrenn also spoke of protecting her animal children from traumatic memories as 

best as she could, noting: 

I have a philosophy that all of my babies have been on the streets at some 
point.  And I just set my goal to make sure that they don’t ever have to 
think about that or fear that again.   I want them to know that they are safe 
and protected and loved.  Because I just feel like they had such a rough 
start… So everything we do revolves around the dogs. 
 

Indeed, Wrenn’s comment is reminiscent of an “adoptive mother” working to ensure that 

her human children have a brighter future far removed from the painful experiences 

associated with their earlier lives. 

 These reports of protection, physical and emotional, are laced with poignant 

reports of people who would defend their animal child without concern over their own 

physical safety, social rebukes, or loss of time.  In fact, much of it could be mistaken for 

discussing human children if the animal context were removed.  Protection of one’s 

offspring, especially physical, is both primal (and cultural in this case), making it clear 

that, for these animal parents, a DNA match is not required to exhibit such parental 

caregiving.  

Night care.  In-depth healthcare and physical and emotional protections are both 

key elements of caregiving for children.  However, parents of infants and preschool aged 



63 
 

children are quite familiar with the expectation that they be up with their small children 

in the middle of the night, especially when they are ill or even working on “sleeping 

through the night,” a deemed necessity in mainstream American culture.  Over half of the 

animal parents in this research reported either staying up or getting up repeatedly with 

their young or ailing animal children throughout the night.  Julie remembered her 

sleepless nights getting Chance to learn to fall asleep when he was a puppy: 

We, much like couples who just had a baby kind of alternate nights, right? So we 
would do that with him.  There were times when [partner] couldn’t get Chance to 
sleep.  He tried everything.  Giving him food.  Taking him outside to use the 
bathroom.  But he still wouldn’t fall asleep.  So what I used to do is I used to take 
him to the couch out in the living room and I would sleep on the edge of the 
couch and he would sleep on the inside of the couch and I would just rub his belly 
until he went to sleep.  And it worked! 
 

Julie acknowledges here the similarity in her and her partner’s efforts to that of a 

newborn human child’s parents.  Indeed, in the United States, especially amongst middle 

class families, the act of teaching one’s young child to fall asleep is almost like a rite of 

passage for parents of human children.  The fact that Julie and her partner engaged in the 

same behavior as these parents is indicative of a commitment to a parent identity that 

they both shared and even supported in each other. 

 Other participants discussed similar scenarios as they struggled with sleep 

deprivation over their animal children.  Wrenn told me about Jasper’s first several weeks 

adapting into their home as an “adoptive child.”  He would retreat into the backyard at 

night and back himself into a corner away from everyone.  One night, Wrenn went to him 

and said: 
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Jasper, at this house babies don’t sleep outside. You need to come inside the 
house. And he just looked at me and wagged his little tail and climbed into my 
hands. But for about the first three months, I literally had to rock him to sleep at 
night. So that he can relax and go to sleep. So I would literally stand in our 
bedroom, just like a human child, and I would basically rock and pat him until he 
would relax and go to sleep and then I would let him down in his little bed that we 
had. And then he would sleep all night. 
 

This behavior was typical of Wrenn’s behavior with all four of her animal children.  She 

and her partner actively worked to make their animal children feel welcomed as children 

in the home, with Wrenn noting at one point that the dogs “ruled their home.” 

 Lynn, always concerned over her older pug’s chronic health condition, noted that 

she was up often in the middle of the night out of concern for Roger’s health status.  

When asked if she stayed up at night with him when he was actively sick, she explained:  

I have to.  I mean… he… I can’t… because he’s usually coughing and I can’t 
sleep through that… I get really worried about him.  I just don’t know if he is 
going to be okay.  I usually wind up giving him a breathing treatment or 
something which has steroids which wakes him up… I try to do everything in my 
power that I can do.  Sometimes we [referring to herself and Roger] wind up 
calling the emergency vet.  I have never had to GO [participant emphasis] to the 
emergency vet… but I have called them several times to see what they would do. 
 

And Shay recounted the time that Morgan had gotten extremely ill and she was worried 

for her life: 

She was super sick. And there was like one night where I thought she was gonna 
die because she was just so sick. She had a fever, she had a cough, and she was 
just panting and laying on the floor kinda like shaking. And I was like ‘Why? 
Okay. If we make it this night, we can make it.’ So I stayed up all night with her 
for hours that night. And then she made it. She made it through the night… I was 
just sitting there stroking her all night long. She is my baby (lightly crying). 
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Both of these animal parents experienced disturbance in their sleep, Lynn on a regular 

basis, Shay an isolated incident.  However, neither of them could sleep knowing that their 

animal children were so ill.   

 The media is rife with images of parents of young children staying up throughout 

the night.  They are seen repeatedly in magazine ads depicting the exhausted mom, or sit- 

coms poking fun at the dad unable to stay awake at work.  Guides on parenting suggest 

ways to deal with the exhaustion that comes with having small sleepless or ill children up 

at night.  Sleep deprivation is clearly a cultural expectation of the parent identity.  As 

mentioned above, over half of the childless participants in this study recounted their 

nighttime efforts, with Meg even noting that she was up and down throughout the night 

potty training her new animal baby.  These stories provide evidence that these 

participants actively engaged in behavior much like that of parents of human children, 

again suggesting the presence of the parent identity in their conceptualizations of self. 

 Most importantly, the in-depth healthcare, protective behaviors, and night care 

engaged in by childless participants would suggest to the unknowing bystander that they 

are indeed parents.  This is because our cultural definition of what a parent should be 

doing is met by the behavioral output of caregiving engaged in by these participants.  

This is not to suggest that participants with human children would have simply ignored 

their pet’s health issues or thrown the animal outside at night to cry in the dark.  

However, it is the depth of care with which participants without human children acted 
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that separates their animals out as animal children rather than family animals or even, 

generically, family members.    

Promoting Development 

 As Stueve and Pleck (2001) note, promoting development is a key parental 

domain and one that is culturally expected of the parental identity.  Alvy (1987) notes 

that parents are expected to guide cognitive, social, moral, educational, and spiritual 

development in their children.  And, while most of the childless participants made it clear 

that they understood that their animals would not develop morally, academically, or 

otherwise, they also reported engaging in socialization activities that are generally 

regarded in the United States as requisite in the promotion of early childhood 

development.  For example, several elements of young childhood socialization emerged 

in interviews with participants that did not have human children.  Over a third discussed 

socializing their animals with other animals and their families via play dates and trips to 

the dog park.  One participant discussed slumber parties.  These activities were 

interpreted as modes of socialization both because the participants often times referred to 

them as such and because the play date and slumber party can be key elements of peer 

play interaction. 

Play dates involve parental facilitation of meetings between young children in 

which they can play together.  Chambers and Horn (2011) have noted that play dates 

assist in the practice of social skills involved in peer play interactions.  The practice is 

widespread enough amongst parents in the United States that play date applications and 
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websites such as Playdate Planet have been developed to help parents of human children 

navigate their children’s social calendars.  This same type of socialization emerged in 

several interviews, indicating behavioral output characteristic of the parent identity. 

Shay preferred play dates for socializing Morgan to dog parks because she did not 

feel that Morgan was old enough or confident enough to navigate them.  However, she 

did engage in puppy play dates with Morgan.  Describing her process for setting up play 

dates, Shay said:  

I will seriously text up my friends who have puppies and be like ‘Hey, do you 
wanna come over and let our dogs play?’  She [Morgan, her Border Collie mix] 
had one on Saturday.  And she loves them… she will completely tire herself out.  
And she plays so well with other dogs… so stinking cute.  I love it! 
 

Shay also noted that several of her friends didn’t have human children but had dogs.  As a 

result, the group had begun “always hav[ing] our puppy play dates together,” increasing 

both her own and Morgan’s social activity with the group.  Emma noted that she had tried 

play dates with her animal child but that they had been unsuccessful because “he [Brady, 

her dog] is just really skittish and he is not the kind of dog to play, really.  Like he 

literally jumped in my lap at the park one day.”  And Meg had restricted her animal child, 

Cavan, from play with other dogs until he was old enough to be exposed to others.  

However, she was extremely excited at the prospect of getting him out to “play with 

friends.” 
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While Julie did not speak about play dates per sé, she worked to socialize her animal 

child in other ways.  She and her partner enjoyed taking Chance to the dog park on a 

regular basis, especially when regional weather had permitted it: 

We liked to take him to Wiggly Field… it’s nice because its gated and you can let 
your dog run free with other dogs… just because he needs time to play and be off 
the leash and go socialize with other dogs… he should have that time.  And there 
was another gated dog field not as big or nice, but it was free and we would see 
more usual faces and that was nice.  So that way if he liked playing with a 
particular dog and he made friends, we could go there every evening and see the 
same dogs and the same people. 
 

She and her partner worked hard to get Chance to the dog park each evening.  And if they 

didn’t make it to the dog park, then they would simply take a bike ride together, pulling 

Chance behind Julie’s bicycle with a baby bike trailer that they had purchased for 

Chance.   

Socializing her animal child, Sally, with other humans, Jody noted that she would 

send Sally on slumber parties with a close human friend of her and her spouse.  Jody said 

that Sally had “claimed” this friend as hers and was very jealous of others when he was 

around. After the addition of another dog to their family, the friend would pick up Sally 

on Saturdays for a slumber party at his house. This was done as a way for Sally to have 

independent time with the friend.  Jody noted that “he had a big queen bed and she would 

sleep there with him.  And she would just go have a slumber party.”  When asked why 

she did this, Jody said, “because Sally wanted to and he wanted to have a dog and she just 

thought it was great.  And so we would just let her go off.  And she would come back… 

in such a good mood.”  Not only does this explanation suggest that socializing Sally in 
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such a manner was good for her, it also indicates the importance that this family placed 

on Sally having both human and dog friend relationships. 

There was also regret about not having socialized the animal child properly. 

Kathy explained:  

We spent a lot of money!  We had a trainer who came up to our home and when 
you are doing one-to-one training for weeks it is expensive.  All that training and 
we really did not socialize Rom enough. He could not be around other children. 
And when I had my relatives over, I had to put Rom in another room because… 
and there were some neighbor children who would throw things and tease Rom. 
And that was the saddest thing.  And that was the big thing. The next dog that we 
had we promised we would take it to parades and schools and people and every 
chance we got when April [a subsequent dog] was little.  
 

For Kathy, getting her animal child out and around others as a puppy became important 

because she wanted her animal child to be able to be around others.  When she spoke of 

this particular facet of Rom’s life, she was clearly bothered by it and this was evident in 

her promise to get their next dog out around “other children.” 

Play date activity only emerged in interviews with childless participants, with one 

exception.  Amanda, a mother of three human children, noted that she had done puppy 

play dates in the past with a neighbor.  However, that neighbor was childless and had 

pursued Amanda for the interaction out of concern that her own single dog was becoming 

depressed.  When asked if she would have done play dates with her own dogs were this 

neighbor not involved, she said, “I don’t think so… it was not like I would say ‘Hey, can 

we have a play date?’  No.”  So even this one exception was linked to a childless female 

that, according to Amanda, treated her own dog as if it was a human child. 
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Parental Relationship with Child 

 Wyness (1997) has discussed the parent/child relationship as marked by both 

external and internal boundary maintenance.  The external maintenance is the work done 

by the parent to separate from external socializing agents, such as education.  The internal 

refers to the parents work to draw “clear hierarchical difference between themselves and 

their children” (Wyness 1997:304).  In this research, I focused on Wyness’ internal 

boundary maintenance as I analyzed my data for evidence of a parent-child relationship. 

Furthermore, I looked for discussion elements that substantively labeled either the 

participant as parent or the animal as child.  It is important to note here that both groups, 

those with human children and those without, often times described their animal as a 

“child,” “kid,” “baby,” or occasionally “sibling,” (in the case of people with human 

children).  However, only the group without human children had participants that 

substantively described experiences in which an identifiable parent-child relationship had 

emerged.  Indeed, of the 14 participants without children, 12 provided considerable 

descriptions of a parent-child relationship between themselves and their animals.  Only 

one substantive description emerged from a participant with human children, and that 

was with only one of the two dogs in the family.  Jill’s explanation for this was linked to 

the breed of dog, a wolf hybrid known as a Native American Indian Dog, as one that was 

“widely known for its human-like qualities.”  In fact, this was so much the case that she 

said the family’s other dog, a Chihuahua, really belonged to the larger dog, rather than to 

her. 



71 
 

Becky, a participant without children, described a relationship with one of her 

Dachshunds, Sasha, that decidedly depicted a parent-child relationship between the two 

of them:   

If you could have a five-year-old child ever, she is the one, she wants to be your 
shadow everywhere… she is like a little shadow. She’s kind of like the five-year-
old little girl. She loves stories. That sounds crazy we read stories to them. Like 
The Pokey Little Puppy books (laugh). But when we read stories to them she 
would just look up at every word.  
 

But it was not just the kinds of things that Becky did with Sasha, nor was it the similarity 

in Sasha’s personality to a human child that painted a vivid picture of a mother and her 

child.  It was the way that Becky described their relationship: 

She is part of your everyday life. And there is a bond… the bond is not much 
different than a human bond. I hate to say this but I’d rather enjoy spending time 
with her then some of the people I know (laugh). You have an unconditional love 
[her emphasis].  It does not matter what mood you are in and she will get you in a 
good mood... And part of it too [is] like the way you hold them, being the little 
dogs, it kind of feels like holding a baby, cause I have her little head up here 
[motioning towards her shoulder] and hold her little feet underneath here, you 
know, it’s kinda like holding a human baby in a way. You get the hormonal 
attachment there, maternal instincts kick in, you are protective and all that. 
 

Some participants alluded to the effect that the presence of their animal child in their 

relationship with a partner or spouse had had in making them feel like parents.  Shay 

described how Morgan created a new bond between her and her husband: 

She links us in a parental kind of way, that we didn’t have before. So he is her 
daddy and I am her mommy.  You know, like… ‘Hey Mike you need to go let out 
Morgan, you need to take care of Morgan’ which he’s never had to do before and 
so, it kinda is teaching him like ‘oh I got a responsibility for someone other’. You 
know someone who can’t take care of themselves. Me and him we are fine or 
whatever. I can go to this place he can go that place and we will be fine. But she 
needs help, she depends on us. I guess that is the only thing. Because we were 
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already friends, best friends, partners or whatever, but then we didn’t have that 
parental. 
 

And while Shay reported how Morgan introduced a new component to her relationship 

with her husband, Kathy explained how Rom’s death ultimately prevented a possible 

custody struggle during a time when she and her husband were having marital troubles: 

 It was really sad when Rom died.  My husband and I were young and struggling  
at that time and we weren’t sure that we were willing to do the work that we 
needed to stay married at the time. And it was like, at the time when Rom died, 
we weren’t even sure we were going to make it.  And in fact it would be one of 
those things where we wouldn’t have to worry about who got Rom, ‘Who gets the 
dog?’ Or something horrible like that.  
 
In keeping with Wyness’ (1997) internal boundary maintenance, participants 

without children also provided examples of counter–identity driven boundary 

maintenance.  Emma describes the hierarchy in her family as a collectivity, saying, “They 

are just our babies.  They are younger than us, they listen to us.  So, collectively, we are 

like their parents.  And they are like our children… I don’t know how else to describe 

them.”   Beth also thought of her relationship as one containing a parent-child boundary.  

When asked if she thought of herself as Owen’s mom, she replied “Oh yeah.  And he is 

my little boy… I call him little boy and mama’s little boy… He definitely is.  I care about 

him.  I take care of his health.  I am always worried about if he is okay.  If he is going to 

be alright.”  

After asking Jed if he felt like his two animals fulfilled anything for him and his 

spouse in terms of being children in the family, he answered, quietly crying: 

I think they do.  I think truthfully they probably fulfill the role of children 
because… I don’t consciously think about it like that I guess because I set out not 
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to purposely, because we want [human] children.  But, in actuality, they [the 
dogs] do.  Whether we wanted them to or not, or whether we identify them like 
that or not, they really do.  

 This delineation and definition of boundaries between the animal and participant 

as child and parent extended beyond the participants own private experiences, too.  Jody 

described how her dialogues with other people concerning her dog, Sally, were so 

marked with this boundary that listeners that were unaware of the relationship sometimes 

misunderstood her:  

Oh, she was my daughter. I talked about her so much that when I moved to DC 
and was working at the Lawyers Association, I had a new employee start. And I 
was just talking about Sally talking about Sally and somebody said to her ‘Just to 
keep you straight, Sally is a dog not a human.’ And that is when I realized I must 
be talking about her like she is a kid. 
 

 Hannah, who was adamant that I understand she did not think of Sam as a human 

child, later explained that she refers to herself as “mom.”  And this identity extended out 

into her immediate family as well: 

They [Hannah’s parents] will refer to me as mom when talking to her [Sam]… I 
mean we recognize the relationship, that it’s more than just like ‘look there’s a 
squirrel outside...’ [silence]. I mean part of it is it’s just human nature, part of it is 
just naming things and making it more of an emotional connection than just Jane, 
Paul, and Hannah… Sam, I call her my baby all the time. Not in a “I’m going to 
pick you up and wrap you up in a blanket kind of way”, but my baby (laugh)… 
And also affectionately. But I think we much recognize that with caveats and 
limitations there is very much like a ... that she is the creature that I care for, as I 
would a child, and in relation to them… I think the more that you care for 
something it’s just exponentially grows. And so we have that with Sam. 
 

 Of course in identity theory it is widely believed that external support actually 

strengthens the ranking of an identity in both the actor’s prominence and salience 

hierarchies (McCall and Simmons 1978: 77).  Boundary maintenance as occurring in 
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performance with other human actors is discussed in Chapter 5 in relationship to the 

performance of extended family member identities in relationship to the participant and 

their animal.  

 This parent-child relationship did not extend to people with human children, with 

the exception of Jill’s Native American Indian dog, discussed above.  Instead, the 

relationship that emerged time and again for participants that had human children was 

one in which the animal was labeled as a family member, but described as more 

utilitarian in nature.  Jill noted that she had gotten dogs because “we wanted… a dog to 

add to the family because I want my children to have dogs as pets.”  In fact, seven of the 

nine participants with human children specifically noted that they had brought companion 

animals into their family for the sake of their human children.  Victoria’s description of 

the animals that she referred to as family members sums up the relationship between 

these animals and their families nicely:   

Being raised an animal lover, the role of a pet in the family, especially now that I 
am a mother, is educative and I feel like my children learn a respect for nature and 
animals in general by having them around.  So my pets are part of the family, but 
they also are a kind of educative tool for my children growing up.  
 

 While the literature notes this difference between childless companion animal 

owners and those that do have human children, a contextual identity analysis (especially 

for participants without human children) provides a far deeper explanation for the 

differences between the groups.  
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Life Modification 

 Life modification for the animal child was also only present in interviews in 

which participants did not have human children.  This particular part of my analysis was 

inductive and completely unexpected.  However, half of participants in this group spoke 

of making major life decisions about work and family while taking the welfare of their 

animal child into serious consideration.  For some, this meant career changes while for 

others, it meant changes in relationships with other significant human actors.  Hannah 

spoke of a program that she had been doing for herself called “Seven Habits of Highly 

Effective People” that had guided a new direction in her and Sam’s lives together: 

I think the more I do like things like Seven Habits and stuff, I start to question 
where you’re putting your time and your attention. And, it’s like, the more things 
add to my life the more time I stop spending with her, and I don’t want to do that. 
I want to find more ways to be around her. And, I think it is probably, our 
emotional bond has grown over time, part of it is that I enjoy being around her 
and I would love to be more around her. I think another part of it is knowing that 
there are huge chunks of parts of the day where she is just existing, right. And 
that’s all there is to it I mean there’s no interaction, there is not really anything for 
her to do... And it seems to be happening more and more so I am positioning 
myself in a way that that could happen. I mean I am at this place and I’m not 
spending time with her it just seems silly to have her.  
 

Milkie, Kendig, Nomaguchi, and Denny (2010) note that spending more time with one’s 

child is imperative to “good” parenting and that rectifying this strain is actually indicative 

of work–family balance.  Here, much like the parents in Milkie et al.’s (2010) study, 

Hannah found herself making career changes and plans that would allow her to spend 

more time with her child.   
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Hannah was not alone.  Becky spoke of choosing to return to finish her 

undergraduate degree for the sake of both her and her cat, Owen’s, future.  Indeed, 

Scanlon (2008) has noted that one of the motivations for an adult to return to school is to 

improve future economic chances for one’s family.  Becky explained of her return to 

school:  

I feel like in a way not that I’m preparing for if he [her spouse] and I were ever to 
split up. But I feel like if we do I am going to be prepared… I feel like I am 
preparing for the future. And if Owen is in that future then he is affected by my 
future. And I even surprised myself the day that I said ‘Mommy is going to make 
a better life for both of us [to Owen].’  And I thought ‘Gosh, where did that come 
from?’ I’m going to make a better life for myself definitely. But you are in this 
life with me for sure and I am in charge of… You are my charge. I feed you. I 
take care of you. I take you to the vet. I find you toys and to be able to do some of 
that takes extra income… 
 

Becky later paralleled her motivations with that of single moms as she sought a way to 

describe why she said to Owen that she is going to make a better life for them both:   

I see even in myself how about identifying with single moms who want to go 
back to school to create a better life for their kids and to set a good example.. 
Which I don’t think Owen is going to get that… [laughing at being a role model 
for Owen]. 
 

This kind of identification with other mothers that are struggling with a return to school 

makes it clear that Becky thinks of herself as a parent. It is the enactment of this identity 

as she discusses motivations for returning to school that prompts her to tell Owen she is 

going to make a better life for both of them. 

 Life modification for the animal child on a personal level was also present in 

participant reports.  This typically involved cutting off or altering other human 

relationships in some way because of the animal child.  Several participants noted that 
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their relationship with their animal child had prompted them to either consider or curtail a 

growing relationship with an opposite sex partner, with Hannah noting: 

I was dating this guy and he was great but he doesn’t like dogs, so I was like 
‘Alright, we’re dating but this isn’t going to be long term, you know?’  And so, 
we had a very nice time together and that was great but like, we’ll never gonna go 
on vacations where like my dog’s gonna chase his cats and ... So it was like, she 
kind of helped to keep the relationship casual, which is probably good (laugh)… 
But that is one thing I never thought would happen either. That somehow she 
would… Which I guess it’s kind of if you have a human kid it’s the same thing 
you wanna make sure they like your kid.  
 

Becky found out shortly after she and her husband made their first move together that he 

might want her to give away Owen.  She explained:  

That was a tense moment. Where I thought what do you… We have known each 
other for a long time. He has known me. He knows what I am about. And I 
thought “I can’t even believe you are suggesting that.” And we worked out an 
arrangement with the house in Colorado that they had the whole bottom level and 
it is a tri-level home.  But for me to go there without my cats. That would have 
been a deal breaker. That would have been a deal breaker. Because I feel like first 
of all… These cats were here before you were. So I am going to pull the rank 
card. And I am not going without these cats.  I feel like that would be… My 
husband has three grown sons.  Are you just going to forget about your kids? 
Because… That sounds totally crazy coming out of my mouth… But if you are 
not going to forget about your kids, I am not going to forget about my cats. 
 

Becky was adamant that her animal children were not simply companion animals to be 

given away or adopted out.  Instead, she reported feeling committed to them as if they 

were her children, paralleling her parent-child relationship with them to that of her 

husband’s own biological children.   

 Other participants were willing to alter their lifestyles for the sake of their animal 

children.  Wrenn recounted how, fresh out of college, her husband had gotten a job in 

another state in which they could not find a place to live that would allow their first 
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animal child, Jared.  After having a serious conversation about living arrangements for 

their family of three, Wrenn and Bob made the decision to live apart, with her staying in 

Texas with her family, while he moved on to his job.  The arrangement would only be in 

place until Bob could secure a suitable home for them, but they agreed it was better for 

Jared that he have Wrenn in his life rather than being left behind with her parents while a 

new home was secured. 

 Still other participants without human children made it clear that the emotional 

and physical well being of their animals took precedence over other significant family 

members.  Julie, her partner, and Chance had lived for several years in close proximity to 

her family in Massachusetts.  They visited with her family frequently and were quite 

close with them. However, when they began their doctoral training, they were forced to 

move to Texas.  Julie explained why they had not returned home for visits with her 

family since their move to Texas:  

We really haven’t been home to visit together. And it’s not the easiest to take him 
on a plane... You have to put him in a crate and board him with the luggage. And 
Chance just is not used to being in the kennel. I’m not riding a kennel and my 
baby is not riding in a kennel.   
 

When asked directly if Chance was the reason they had not been home for a visit, she 

said, “I am going to go yes.  Because I would not feel comfortable… Boarding him… I 

would want to take him.”  Enacting the parent identity, Julie chose to stay in Texas for 

the welfare for her animal child while maintaining contact with her family long distance. 

 In contrast, Shay and her husband lived very close to both of their parents, so 

distance was not an issue in visiting with Morgan, their animal child, in tow.  Instead, 
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Shay’s husband’s family did not like dogs visiting their home because they had just 

installed new carpet.  As a result, Shay said that they had decreased visits to his family 

because Morgan is “welcome at my parent’s house and she is not welcome at his house.”  

She further explained that this had to do with Morgan being “loved on and we play with 

her and we go on walks. She loves playing with the other dogs you know? Over at Matt’s 

house she is not allowed and they are not animal lovers and they don’t understand.” 

Wrenn openly admitted that her animal children “affect every decision we [she 

and her husband] make.”  Concerned over Luke’s seizing, she said, “their health 

decisions, our travel plans.  All of those are made like we are planning for children… 

They are always the first ones on the list.”  Proud of her parent identity, Wrenn noted: 

I would be one of those people on the roof with my pets saying ‘We are not 
leaving! We’re not leaving!’ Because if my babies can’t go, I’m not going. I’m 
glad a lot of those laws have changed because they have become more aware of 
how important pets are to us. I can’t even imagine making a decision like that. I 
would be one of those people whose own safety would be at risk to make sure that 
my babies are safe. And I’m okay with that. I’m okay with that.  
 

DISCUSSION 

 The status of parent is laced with cultural expectations for those raising both 

adoptive and natural children.  Among other things, parents in mainstream American 

culture are expected to provide in-depth healthcare for their children, protect their 

children from emotional and physical trauma, and take care of them at all hours of the 

night.  Parents must also see to it that their children are socialized so that they can interact 

with others in a way that culture deems appropriate.  In the midst of all of this, it is 

assumed that parents create some sort of substantive bond with their child, or risk being 
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labeled a bad parent.  Making changes in one’s life as a result of that relationship is 

expected of parents as well, whether that means cutting ties with people that may be bad 

for the child, or completely uprooting the familial home for the sake of the family.   

These are all role behaviors associated with the status of parent.  As Stryker (1980) notes, 

when someone internalizes these cultural expectations as part of their self-concept, an 

identity forms that links the individual to the larger social structure.  And while identity 

theory assumes that this identity can only be formed in interaction with other human 

actors (Stets 2006), participant narratives in this research suggest otherwise.   

In their work on identity control theory, Burke and Reitzes (1981:83) have argued 

that “identities motivate behaviors that have meanings consistent with the identity.”  This 

correspondence of meaning and behavior allows researchers to better predict the 

meanings of an individual’s behavior (Burke and Stets 2009:50).  More importantly, 

these conceptualizations do not restrict a human actor from developing meanings and 

engaging in behavior that signifies an identity formed counter to a non-human.  As 

McCall and Simmons (1978) note, identity has both conventional and idiosyncratic 

dimensions.  While the conventional dimensions are drawn directly from the cultural 

expectations in Stryker’s conceptualization, the idiosyncratic is taken from the individual 

actors perceptions of what that identity should be. 

If, as identity theory asserts, the presence of an identity motivates behavioral 

output that is consistent with the identity, then observing behavior that is consistent with 

the meanings and expectations of a particular identity confirms the presence of that 



81 
 

identity (Burke and Stets 2009:49).  Furthermore, it is logical to assume that, as the 

number of identity consistent behaviors increases in an actor’s output, the likelihood of 

the presence of a particular identity increases in certain contexts.  The same can be said 

of these participants.  Reported behavioral output here provides strong indicators that a 

parent identity is present and has been formed in relationship to a non-human animal.  In 

fact, the identity is present in its conventional form.  The idiosyncratic dimension for 

these participants is that the child is not human but rather animal.  While it is true that the 

conventional side of this identity has been defined in conjunction with other humans and 

is housed within the larger social structure, it is not true that the identity can only be 

confined to relationships with other human actors. Lynn, a childless participant, explains 

concisely what this particular identity means to the completion of self: 

I know that every person out there with children says that you do not know love 
until you have had a child, however to me a pet that is considered my all, as a 
child would be, is all I need to be complete. 
 

Indeed, for this childless animal parent, the enactment of the parent identity is one that 

lines up nicely with the love that a parent feels for a human child.



82 
 

 
 

 
CHAPTER V 

 
EXTERNAL SUPPORT 

 This chapter discusses evidence of external support for the parent identity directed 

towards animal children.  I begin with a review of different perspectives regarding the 

importance of external support for the salience of an identity in the self.  I follow this by 

answering my fourth research question with a discussion of findings that highlight the 

existence of external support for the parent identity in significant others, such as 

“grandparent” or “aunt.” 

SUPPORT AND IDENTITY 

 Support is an important element of how salient an identity may become.  McCall 

and Simmons (1978) discuss support as a part of both the prominence hierarchy and the 

salience hierarchy.  For McCall and Simmons, the multiple role identities that exist in 

each actor comprise a prominence hierarchy of the self, containing ideals, wants, and 

perception of what is most important to them.  These identities are ranked according to 

several factors, including how much support the actor receives by enacting a particular 

identity, how committed the actor is to the identity as determined by the level of positive 

effect upon performance of the identity, and extrinsic and intrinsic rewards ranging from 

money to feelings of confidence.  In keeping with their more idiosyncratic 

conceptualization of identity, McCall and Simmons (1978) argue that which of these 

factors is more important in ranking identities within the prominence hierarchy depend
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upon the person.  Support from both the self as well as others plays a crucial role in the 

prominence hierarchy because the more an actor receives support for identity enactment, 

the higher that identity will rise in the prominence hierarchy. More importantly, this 

hierarchy affects what identities an actor is likely to select in any given situation.  

 McCall and Simmons (1978) also outline a second hierarchy that they term the 

salience hierarchy.  This ranking is based on the actual situation that the actor finds 

oneself in and is more fluid in nature because of this.  There are four factors associated 

with this particular hierarchy, including prominence, the need for support, intrinsic and 

extrinsic rewards, and perceived opportunity structures.  The enactment of identity based 

on this structure revolves around cultural expectations for performance within that 

particular situation.  Here, McCall and Simmons (1978) also stress the need for support 

as one of the integral ways in which identities are ranked in any given situation.  

However, for the salience hierarchy, an identity that receives less support than the actor 

expects from a significant audience member will be avoided in favor of an identity that 

has garnered more positive support in past interactions.  This is an important point to 

make because, in this research, the existence of a parent identity counter to an animal 

child might be viewed negatively by significant audience members, making the 

likelihood of its repeat performance negligible in the future.  Likewise, if external support 

of that identity is perceived as more positive, then the childless parent is more likely to 

internalize the identity more strongly, thus encouraging repeat performances in the future.  
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 With regard to both the prominence and salience hierarchies theorized by McCall 

and Simmons, “the more positive the person’s affective response to an identity, the 

higher that identity [will be] in either hierarchy” (Stryker and Serpe 1994:17).  This is 

important to note for the present study because the kinds of support received by childless 

participants for their parent identity from significant family members (such as their own 

parents) were highly valued by the participants.  Furthermore, that support was clearly 

linked to positive affect based on interactions with other significant family members in 

which the participant felt that others also valued their relationship with the animal child. 

 Stryker also discusses support in respect to salience hierarchies of the self, albeit 

in a different manner.  The salience identity for Stryker involves the probability of 

enacting a particular identity in any given situation (Stryker 1980).  The singular most 

important component for ranking in this conceptualization of the salience hierarchy is 

commitment (Stryker and Serpe 1994).  Commitment is conceived as any personal or 

social costs associated with no longer performing a role associated with a particular 

identity (Stryker 1980).   

Commitment is comprised of two possibly independent dimensions related to 

interactional ties and affective ties (Serpe 1987; Stryker 1987).  Interactional commitment 

quantifies how many people an actor is related to through the relevant identity whereas 

affective commitment highlights the strength and depth of ties to other actors based on a 

particular identity (Serpe 1987; Stryker 1987).  The qualitative component of 

commitment is more germane to the current findings precisely because of its focus on 
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affect.  As Burke and Stets (2009: 47) note “the stronger or deeper the ties to others based 

on a particular identity, the higher the commitment to that identity.”  Furthermore, 

positive affect in relationship to an identity or a group in which that identity is performed 

is associated with greater commitment to the identity (Burke and Stets 2009:160).  I 

assume here that positive affect comes from positive support of role performance, 

whether or not either actor perceives the identity as a negative or positive one.   

 It has been theorized that this positive affect comes from a process known as self-

verification in which Burke notes that, for the process of identity verification, the support 

of other actors is key in allowing one to verify their own sense of self and, accordingly, 

positive affect related to role performance.  Burke and Stets (2009: 51) argue that 

commitment to an identity is produced when an actor works to maintain congruence of 

“perceived self-in-situation” with that of the identity standard developed within a culture.  

This argument demonstrates the importance of rewards and praise from other significant 

actors as a means for strengthening the positive affect associated with identity 

verification (Burke and Stets 2009: 51).  Nonverification can lead to multiple 

conclusions, including an increased effort to convince other actors of one’s identity as 

perceived in reflected appraisals (Burke and Stets 2009:51).  If an identity is not verified 

and the actor does nothing to rectify the nonverification, he or she risks negative affectual 

responses.  Thus, identifying external support for any identity would be germane to 

showing both its resilience in identity hierarchies (Stryker 1980; McCall and Simmons 
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1978) as well as its import in providing identity verification to an actor that is seeking 

confirmation of self-concept in role performance (Burke and Reitzes 1991).  

Because the three major approaches to identity theory all highlight the importance 

of external support, either via salience hierarchies or through verification, I assume here 

that external support of the childless parent identity is paramount in the continued 

existence and enactment of that identity, especially because it can be perceived as a 

marginal one.  Participants confirmed this marginality time and again as they reminded 

me “we could not tell most people because they would think [we are] crazy…” or  

“…they think I’m a crazy cat lover…” or “I know people think this sounds crazy...”   

This sense of marginality for the childless parent identity would make it even more 

important that there be a presence of external support if the identity were to remain 

salient in the identity hierarchy.  Indeed, the relative prominence of an identity in a social 

situation depends upon not just an actor’s self support in that role performance, but also 

on “the degree to which one’s view of self has been supported by relevant [my emphasis] 

alters… people whose evaluations and appraisals could be expected to count”  (McCall 

and Simmons 1978: 75). 

 Furthermore, the degree of social support received for the performance of an 

identity is directly related to the ranking of that identity within the long-term, ideal self 

found in the prominence hierarchy (McCall and Simmons 1978: 76).  Because social 

support is likely some sort of average of all social support received (McCall and 

Simmons 1978: 77), it would seem that a marginal identity such as the childless parent 
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would require even greater social support from significant others as a counter-balance to 

the marginalization.  

Presence in Childless Group 

While I had expected participants with animal children to feel marginalized, I had 

not expected discussion of external support for the identity, though the literature across 

all three approaches had reiterated its importance for identity hierarchy and verification.  

Nor had I expected to encounter reports of the importance associated with such external 

support.  Instead, these findings and their theoretical implications arose quite inductively 

in my analysis.  Of the 14 participants without children, 8 recounted intense support from 

family members, usually the participant’s own parent, parent-in-law, or, occasionally, 

sibling in the form of role performances congruent with that of “grandparent” or “aunt.” 

Lynn remembered when her aging, asthmatic Pomeranian, Roger, had suddenly 

stopped eating and walking around on his own.  Terrified and without transportation, she 

immediately called on a friend to get the two of them to the veterinarian:   

I was just scared out of my mind… and the doctor says it’s allergies.  And my 
mom came and stayed that day with us for a week just to make sure he got all of 
his medicines on time and just to make sure he was okay. 

 
When asked if her mother refers to Roger as Lynn’s dog, Lynn exclaimed “God, NO [her 

emphasis]!  It’s Roger or ‘How’s your baby?’ Or she always says ‘How’s my baby?’ And 

I’m like ‘Mom, he’s MY [emphasis hers] baby.  If she is talking to somebody… she is 

like ‘This is my grandbaby.’”  Clearly devoted to Roger as a “grandson,” Lynn’s mother 

supports the notion that Lynn thinks of Roger as her child by not only labeling him as 
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such, but also treating him as such.   Lynn’s mother made a habit of showing her support 

repeatedly, even going so far at one point as to lie to restaurant management concerning 

Roger’s status as a service dog (he is not) so that Roger could accompany them to dinner. 

Actions such as these not only provide support to Lynn’s labeling of her 

Pomeranian as a child, they also suggest that Lynn’s mother has developed an identity 

within the group as a protective grandmother.  Both actions are important to verifying for 

Lynn that her childless parent identity and the role performances associated with it are 

acceptable, thus encouraging Lynn to strengthen her identification as a childless parent. 

The importance of this kind of support was evident when Julie explained how 

other family members think of Chance, her Schnauzer mix animal child:   

I think that they recognize that Brandon and I have a very close attachment to 
Chance. I think that they understand that Chance is not just our dog. He really is 
like our baby. He is our family. And so… And there are some family members 
that think ‘Alright you’re taking it too far… It’s a little bit ridiculous.’ But there 
are family members who really get it. I think that my dad really gets it. 

 
When asked what she meant by her father really “getting it” about their relationship with 
Chance, Julie explained that he had included Chance in a cultural tradition reserved just 
for human family members: 
  

…I think my dad treats him a little differently, like he is my baby. I think it’s 
pretty common for Hispanic families [to give] everybody in the family… a 
nickname. And you have a nickname that is specific to your personality. It 
identifies something about you. My name is terrible. It sounds like a very ugly 
name.  My nickname is Molonca.   And in Spanish that means… the baby corn. 
That’s what it’s called in Spanish. According to my dad. And the reason he calls 
me baby corn is because I only had one growth spurt in my entire life so I was 
always very small compared to the other kids who were my age. So that’s what he 
calls me.  And Chance he calls Wolf boy in Spanish because he says Chance 
looks like the wolf boys in Mexico. You know… the ones who have hair all over 
their faces? So my dad says oh you look like wolf boy! So he calls him Wolf boy 
in Spanish.   
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For Julie, this inclusion of Chance in a cultural tradition reserved for human family 

members signifies a “working agreement” (McCall and Simmons 1978: 139) between her, 

her father, and Chance.  According to McCall and Simmons (1978: 139), a working 

agreement exists “when the cognitive processes of one person, with respect to social 

identities, are not in gross conflict with the expressive processes of the other person.”  In 

Julie’s case, a working agreement that acknowledges Julie’s parent identity and Chance’s 

child identity is in place in her interactions with her father.  Julie recognizes his use of the 

nickname as evidence that he supports her identity: 

I appreciate it because… Everybody has nicknames, but they are not meant to be 
derogatory in any way. They’re actually meant to be endearing… I think it means 
a lot. Because it really is something that is specific to you. It is unique. And so it 
kind of means a lot. None of the other dogs that my mom has. Two poodles and… 
They don’t have nicknames and Chance has a nickname though. I think that it’s a 
big deal…. It’s a big deal Chance has a nickname but the other dogs don’t. 

 
She sees the nickname as an identifier, unique to a specific personality in her animal child, 

Chance.  Furthermore, she perceives the fact that none of the other family dogs have this 

privilege as support for both her and Chance’s identities in interaction with each other as 

well as with her father.  This support enables her to engage a marginalized identity with 

her father even as other family members see it as “a little bit ridiculous.” 

 This recognition that the animal child is treated differently from other companion 

animals in the extended family was also discussed by Shay.  After telling me that Morgan, 

her animal child, knows her (Shay’s) mother by the name “grandmomma,” she went on to 

explain that her mother also calls Morgan “her grandpuppy… because she knows she is 
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not gonna get kids from me…” As mentioned in Chapter 4, Shay and her husband visit 

her mother’s home far more often than his family because she is treated both lovingly and 

differently than other dogs in the home.  Shay explained, “She gets special treatment over 

at grandmomma’s house.  Cause the other dogs have to stay in the kitchen.  Morgan gets 

to go upstairs and all around.  Favoritism!”   

 The identities of animal parent and grandparent were immediately negotiated 

between Wrenn and her mother and father when she and her husband adopted their first 

animal child, a canine mix named Phil:   

As soon as we got Phil… they were just instantly like ‘Phil’s’ our granddog.  
Even then, that many years ago.  They had always looked at it like that.  Phil 
wanted to call and see how grandma and grandpa were doing...  They have always 
loved our dogs.  They have always been welcome in their home.  They feed them 
whatever they want just like grandkids… 
 

When asked if her husband’s parents had supported her and her husband’s animal parent 

identities, she noted that they had not but that eventually they had also “come around.”   

The weird thing is that for years his parents… We never did that grandma grandpa 
thing.  But in the last five years they have… It’s like they know they are grandma 
and grandpa to the dogs.  They do and they seem to be okay with that. 
 

Wrenn also noted that she and her sister, who is also without human children, engage 

with each other and the animal children as if they are aunts: 

Even my sister … her dogs call me Aunt Wrenn… that’s just how we always refer 
to each other.  In fact, she has a little pug…. We don’t know why, but this little 
pug would always get her cell phone and dial my number.  And she would always 
say ‘Kayla [the dog] was wanting to call Aunt Wrenn.’  And then she would put 
her on speaker and say ‘Can you talk to her?’  I’d say ‘Kayla?’ and talk with her 
on the phone. 
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This kind of support for Wrenn’s animal parent identity was key to her enactment of the 

identity and in fact provided a buffer against embarrassment that might come from 

performing the roles associated with a marginal identity.  Wrenn explained: 

I think that the fact that they [her immediate family] see us as a whole family unit 
and the fact that we don’t have to be embarrassed about that. Or feel like we 
shouldn’t feel like that. Like I said too, I feel like age has really… I’m 44… We 
have dealt with it for so long too, we have gotten a lot better at handling it. Even 
though sometimes we come home and say you know it really hurt me that 
somebody said “they are just dogs” or whatever… In the safety of your home you 
still talk about these things. But it does, it has always made us feel normal that 
they look at it as normal the dogs are just kids… 
 

Wrenn is clear here that the support provided by significant others has been instrumental 

in allowing her and her husband to enact the parent identity without sanctions from 

within the group.  Indeed, the working agreement between her, her husband, her sister, 

and in-laws is one that has shown resiliency over the years.  That support is clearly 

implicated in her acceptance of not replicating societal expectations for the parent 

identity, but rather creating an idiosyncratic agreement on social identities that will 

include animal children as grandchildren and nieces and nephews:  

We recognize that is not the norm, but it is our norm. So I think for them to be as 
supportive as they have always been… it has made us not feel any ‘less than’ and 
made us feel like we did not have to justify why we love them so much. Or 
explain why we love them so much. Because they just they got it too. 
 

 Furthermore, Wrenn’s narrative allows a window into the kind of positive affect 

that comes with the verification of an identity with strong commitment (Burke and 

Reitzes 1991).  Viewing this family’s idiosyncratic working agreement as their “norm” 

allows Wrenn to increase commitment to a marginal identity without sanctions from her 
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family while also protecting her from external (to the group) rebuffs for violating 

normative expectations for role performances of parent.  Wrenn discussed the turmoil 

that not being viewed as a family comprised of parents and animal children caused for 

her and how she and her husband dealt with that external pressure:  

I have always felt like people don’t think that we are family. I think that we are 
not looked at as a family unit even though we fully see ourselves as a family unit. 
And because of that [her husband] said ‘We’re going to go have our pictures 
made with a professional dog photographer…’ I’m almost embarrassed to tell you 
what we spent… When it was all said and done we probably spent close to $4000 
on these pictures. But we have these beautiful family portraits. We have a big one 
in our bedroom we have a big beautiful one in the living room – it’s just the dogs. 

  
I said to Bob after we got those... I have so much joy when I look at those and I 
have so much joy when I show them off to other people. And even now the 
picture is three years old… I just have so much joy… 

 
It was almost like it gave us a validation that I had never felt before. But then I get 
mad at myself because I don’t need that… But it kind of showed the world. You 
know. And now when people see that picture in my office I don’t get a lot of 
those questions. They say ‘Are these your dogs?’ It makes it much easier for those 
interactions. All of my patients know I don’t have kids and they will come in and 
ask how are the babies?  They know that they are my babies and that is how they 
refer to them. Years ago that never would’ve happened. It has become much more 
acceptable. 

 
 Wrenn acknowledges the idiosyncratic nature of her relationship to her animal 

children.  Her narrative makes it obvious that she feels intense pressure to be a family by 

societal expectations.  However, her animal parent identity is one that she knew was not 

being verified externally.  In keeping with identity control theory (Burke and Stets 2009: 

51), Wrenn sought a perceived “self-in-situation match” with that of “self-meanings in 

the identity standard” and when she received push back from external others outside of 

her family, she looked for a way to bring the two in alignment.  The family portraits 
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made this possible for her in interaction with her clients and resulted in external support 

for the identity of animal parent once they began asking her “How are the babies?” 

Absence in Group with Human Children 

In contrast to the 8 childless participants reporting external support, participants 

that had human children present never identified any kind of external support for the 

parent identity from peers or significant relatives.  The one exception was the occasional 

labeling of the companion animal as a “sibling” to the participant’s own human children.  

Whether this was because the presence of human children cancelled out the parent 

identity for participants and thus there was no identity to support by other actors or 

because human children cancelled out the perception of companion animals as “children” 

for all actors involved is impossible to tell.  There was minimal evidence that the children 

may have perceived the family animal as a sibling to some degree, but this in no way 

appeared connected to a parent identity developed by their own parents.  Victoria did 

report that her human children “learned from the beginning that you have to be gentle and 

touch them with respect like a sibling.  We treat our pets like siblings.”  However, this 

seemed to be more of a mantra directed at the animal rather than a parent identity present 

in Victoria receiving support in the form of a counter identity from her human children. 

While Riley made it abundantly clear that she did not think of the family King 

Charles Spaniel as a child, she also commented that her two daughters would label him as 

a brother.  And their perception of his familial status reached out to Riley because her 

children also said that she (Riley) would be the dog’s “mommy.”  However, it was clear 
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that the sibling identity and the connections to other human family resided solely with 

Riley’s children.  Here, as with Victoria, the identity of sibling was completely 

disconnected from any sense of the participant as animal parent.  Amanda confirmed this 

pattern of thought about how her children might label the family dogs:  

I don’t see them as children… [But my] kids would see them as… siblings…But 
there is still kind of a separation. There is an understanding that… I believe that 
there is an understanding, that they are not their equivalent. But as close to that as 
you can get. I would think. 
 
Of course, the lack of identity and external support for such in this group is not 

surprising.  While everyone, both with human children and without, identified their 

companion animals as family members, and the large majority of participants referred to 

their animals as children, those participants with human children only did so 

superficially.  Because participants’ reports only provided shallow descriptors of the 

animal as a child, I assumed that the identity was not present in the first place.  

Furthermore, because the narratives provided by those with human children did not 

reflect in-depth behavioral output that implied the presence of the parent identity (Burke 

and Stets 2009:49) in relation to their companion animals, it would only make sense that 

external support of such an identity would be nonexistent.   

DISCUSSION 

Because these findings were unexpected, I am not able to speak effectively from 

this data regarding other components of salience hierarchies (Stryker 1980; McCall and 

Simmons 1978), or prominence hierarchies (McCall and Simmons 1978).  However, 

these findings do allow me to answer my fourth research question concerning the 
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presence of external support from significant family members for the childless parent 

identity.   There is clear evidence discussed here that external social support in the form 

of Burke and Reitzes’ (1991) verification as well as the negotiation of counter identities 

in the form of “grandparent” and occasionally “aunt” exists for the childless parent 

identity.  This support provides yet more evidence that an identity built counter to a non-

human animal is not only possible but also prevalent in certain contexts such as 

childlessness.  Indeed, if “self reflects society” as Stryker (1980) asserts, external social 

support such as I report here would indicate that self also reflects a society inclusive of 

identity built on the non-human animal. 

External support for the performance of an identity is a prominent factor in both 

prominence and salience hierarchies (McCall and Simmons 1978), the qualitative 

component for Stryker’s (1987) commitment, and the positive affect required for the 

process of identity verification (Burke and Stets 2009).  The research question presented 

here is whether external support for the parent identity counter to animal children exists 

and if it does, does it serve to bolster the actor’s performance of such?  McCall and 

Simmons (1978) argue that external support is crucial to the ability of an identity to rise 

in the prominence hierarchy – a more permanent conceptualization that contains the 

actor’s ideals and desires.  And evidence of the importance of that support is clear in 

Wrenn’s narrative concerning the necessity of her extended family’s support for not only 

her comfort in adopting the parent identity towards her dogs, but also being able to 

perform the identity in other contexts, such as her workplace.   
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This support also seems integral to performing the identity across contexts, 

suggesting that “parent” has risen in her salience hierarchy enough to increase the 

likelihood of its invocation in more than one situation (Stryker 1980) – the comfort of her 

own home.  In fact, she verifies this when she comments on how hard it is when outsiders 

say “they are just dogs.”  The fact that Wrenn knows her identity is non-normative, but 

identifies both family portraits and family support as foundational to her engagement in 

the identity at work, suggests that that external support is integral to her behavioral output 

as an animal parent. 

Stryker’s focus on the importance of commitment for where an identity is ranked 

within the salience hierarchy, especially the affectual component, is also instructive when 

considering this research question.  Stryker (1987) focuses on the strength and depth of 

ties to a group when a particular identity is enacted.  If positive affect is associated with 

the performance of a particular identity within the group, then that affect serves to 

increase commitment to an identity (Burke and Stets 2009).  Julie expresses the 

importance of positive affect emanating from her father’s practice of giving her animal 

child a nickname, a cultural tradition typically reserved for human actors.  She notes “it 

means a lot” and that “it’s a big deal” for her father to engage in this activity.  Her 

narrative reveals a working agreement between the three of them that creates positive 

affect related to the identity, allowing her to enact and re-enact her idiosyncratic parent 

identity, thus increasing commitment to the identity. 
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Finally, the process of identity verification leans heavily on external praise and 

rewards as a means of strengthening positive affect and verifying one’s perceived self-in-

situation (Burke and Stets 2009).  Rewards from significant others, then, help to increase 

positive affect associated with a particular identity as well as verification of one’s 

perceived self-in-situation.  This external support in turn increases commitment to that 

identity.  When Lynn contacts her mother because of a medical emergency with her 

animal child, Lynn’s mother’s enthusiastic response to the request must be considered as 

positive feedback to Lynn’s enactment of the parent identity.  Likewise, when Lynn’s 

mother is willing to lie about the service animal status of Lynn’s animal child in order to 

gain access for him to public establishments, this can only be interpreted as positive 

feedback leading to positive affect for the actor.  Indeed, Lynn glowed as she recounted 

these stories to me and shared that her mother would “do anything for us [referencing 

herself and her animal child].” 

While these narratives do not provide the data necessary to consider different 

identity hierarchies or identity verification in full, they do clearly provide evidence that 

external support from significant others is present and actively recognized by the actor.  

Furthermore, the fact that only the childless group reported such external support 

provides additional empirical evidence that this kind of identity formation is indeed 

contextual, even reaching out to other significant actors in the participants everyday life.  

This support appears vital to the animal parent identity not only because external support 

is required for an identity to rise in importance, but also because that support may act as a 
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buffer to reproaches from society in general for having an animal child.  Indeed, the 

participants in this research noted concern over being judged as “crazy” even as they 

spoke of how wonderful it was to have parents or animal “grandparents” that “just got it.” 
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CHAPTER VI 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

I begin this chapter with a summary and discussion of the findings contained in 

this dissertation.  This is followed by a discussion of the implications of these findings for 

existing theory and research in identity theory.  The chapter concludes with an 

examination of the limitations of the study and recommendations for future research. 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

 Beginning with a posthumanist lens, this dissertation explored the possibility for 

human development of self in relationship to the non-human through in-depth interviews 

of companion animal owners.  With the exception of some human-animal interaction 

(HAI) scholars (Irvine 2013, 2004; Young 2013; Brandt 2004; Sanders 2003, 2000, 1993; 

Flynn 2000; Alger and Alger 1997), both traditional and structural symbolic interaction 

have excluded this possibility from the perspective.  Rather those identity scholars 

working outside of HAI have remained focused on the lingual acquisition of identity, and 

thus self, as solely restricted to human-to-human interaction.  Based on the early 

foundations of symbolic interaction originally devised by Mead (1962), identity scholars 

have subscribed to the position that self emerges from social interaction with other 

human actors.   This foundation is based on the use of symbols in interaction with other 

humans as requisite for the completion of social acts, and ultimately, the development of 

self (Stryker 1980).  However, it does not take into account Mead’s other seemingly 
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posthumanist positions concerning the natural world as part of the individual self nor the 

possibility that the actor would “carry on conversations with it” (Mead 1962:154).  

Furthermore, it overlooks the possibility of humans taking the role of the other, a key 

component for the development of both self and identity, in social interaction with non-

humans (Cohen 1989).  It also does not consider what might happen in terms of identity 

formation when humans perceive a sense of mind, and thus a sense of social self, in non-

human entities such as canines (Sanders 2003).   

Furthermore, as identity theory develops in the future, the context of the situation 

must be taken into account (Burke and Stets 2009).  Indeed, Cerulo (2009) has 

emphasized context as having the utmost importance when considering non-human 

actors.  Recent research on the relationship between humans and animals has verified the 

need for a reconsideration of the effect of animals on human identity formation, 

especially in the context of childlessness.  Indeed, HAI scholars have reported that 

childless singles and couples tend to treat their animals as surrogate children (Walsh 

2009; Hirschman 1994) while also thinking of themselves as mothers and fathers to “fur 

babies” (Greenebaum 2004).  Therefore, childlessness provides a nice context with which 

to investigate the possibility of identity formation counter to a non-human “actor,” based 

on a minimum of human actor perception of the animal as minded and with a sense of 

self (Sanders 2003).   
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Parental Domains and Behavioral Output 

This dissertation has done exactly that.  In an effort to zero in on actual identity 

formation based on interaction with non-human animals, I asked four research questions.  

First, does a parent identity, according to cultural standards, arise in the context of the 

family companion animal?  Second, does the special context of the childless companion 

animal owner reveal a substantive parent identity not present in the context of owners that 

have human children and companion animals?  Third, do childless owners display 

behavioral output related to their companion animals that is consistent to that of a parent 

and human child?  Fourth, if the parent identity exists, does it garner external support 

from other significant family member identities?  I coded my interview data for behavior 

culturally consistent with that of a parent to a human child.  Burke and Stets (2009) have 

noted that when behavior indicative of a particular identity is present in the actor, an 

internalization of cultural expectations for that particular status has occurred.  Thus, we 

know that that identity is present in the actor’s status hierarchy.    

The first research question in this dissertation asked if, according to cultural 

standards, a parent identity might arise in the context of the family companion animal.  

Approximately 55% of all participants (both with and without human children) displayed 

evidence of the existence of a parent identity counter to the companion animal.  Of this 

55%, twelve were childless and 1 had human children, indicating that identity, in this 

case a parent identity, can arise in relationship to the companion animal.   
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The second research question asked if the special context of childlessness was 

conducive to the development of a parent identity related to the animal child.  Over 80% 

of childless participants interviewed for this dissertation reported behavioral output 

consistent with parental domains documented in the literature.  As a means of 

comparison, about 10% of those participants with human children reported any 

behavioral output reflective of the presence of a parent identity.  Indeed, the one 

participant with human children that approached behavioral output similar to that found 

in participants without human children was still fairly superficial in nature.  That is, she 

reported engaging in family photographs with the dog, allowing the appropriation of a 

nice leather armchair, and purchasing human food for family grill nights for one of the 

two canines present in her household.  The other canine had been purchased as a pet for 

the first dog and, hence, did not receive this kind of treatment.  Her explanation for this 

difference lie in the fact that the “favored” dog was a large breed, native American Indian 

Dog known for its similarity to human personality.   

Beyond this one exceptional case, reports of parental behavior beyond the 

superficial labeling of the animal as a “family member” or even “kid” did not exist in 

90% of interviews with participants that had human children.  Indeed, behavioral output 

of this group appeared to suggest a more vague, generalized label for the animal like 

“family member,” though this may not have been the case for human children in these 

families.  Occasional reports of participants with human children did reveal a sense of 

sibling identity among human children.  However, whether or not this identity existed 
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beyond the superficial for either parent or human child could not be discerned from this 

data. 

The fact that such a large majority of childless participants did exhibit a parent 

identity counter to the animal child while most of the other group did not signals the kind 

of contextual influence that Cerulo (2009) has cautioned researchers to consider.  The 

special context of childlessness in this research does appear conducive to identity 

formation counter to the non-human animal.  This is an important point to note because it 

provides support for the idea that identity can be formed linked to non-human entities, 

while highlighting the fact that this development is indeed contextual.  

The third research question asked if childless participants display behavioral 

output related to their companion animals that is consistent to that of a parent and human 

child?  As mentioned above, over 80% of childless participants demonstrated deep, 

meaningful behavioral output consistent with that of a parent counter to the human child.  

This behavioral output was compared against domains identified within the literature as 

key components of the parent identity.  These domains included caregiving, promotion of 

development, and a parental relationship with the child (Stueve and Pleck 2001).   

Indeed, many childless participants expressed either a willingness or past history 

of spending large amounts of time on in-depth caregiving apparent in the subthemes of 

in-depth healthcare, night care, and emotional and physical protection. In-depth 

healthcare was displayed in participant narratives such as the significant medical research 
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on chronic animal disease engaged in by Wrenn and the $3,000 loan taken out by Becky 

and her partner for surgical intervention on their dachshund’s paralysis.   

Frequent night care was also reported in which participants lost valuable sleep 

time in order to take care of their ailing or young animal children.  Lynn’s adamant 

willingness to exchange sleep for inhaled steroid treatments when her asthmatic animal 

child was having problems breathing parallels that of a parent of a young human child 

struggling with nighttime breathing issues.  Likewise, Julie’s attempts to teach her young 

animal child how to sleep through the night are similar to the same struggles with which 

parents of human babies deal.  This similarity was not lost on Julie who openly compared 

the behavior with that of “couples who just had a baby.”    

Protection was also a major theme among childless participants.  Participants 

reported a range of protective behaviors that were parental in nature.  Physical protection 

was prominent in many animal parent narratives that described using their bodies as 

physical shields against attacks from other canines.  Preventative protection was also 

present in the form of auto safety belt restraints in one case and extensive planning and 

efforts to protect the epileptic animal child from injury during seizure episodes in other 

cases.  A subtheme of emotional protection also emerged as some participants reported 

reprimanding other human actors that sought to make fun of their animal children.  In 

Wrenn’s case, protection from traumatic memories of being homeless was of paramount 

importance for her animal children’s well being. 
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Another domain of parenting, promoting development, was present in terms of 

socialization.  Although several childless participants were quite aware that they would 

not be socializing their animal children for future productivity and assimilation into 

society, they nonetheless engaged in socializing their animal children with other animals 

via several different mechanisms.  Many spoke of trips to the dog park.  Julie and her 

partner purchased a bike trailer so that their animal child could accompany them on bike 

rides to the park in an effort to “create memories as a family unit.”  Others spoke of 

doggy play dates as preferred mechanisms for socializing their animal children.  One 

participant remembered the “slumber parties” that she planned for her animal child with a 

close family friend. 

Finally, there was obvious evidence of a parental relationship with the child, a 

domain noted as clearly present within the parent identity (Stueve and Pleck 2001).  This 

relationship was far more substantive than simply labeling the animal as a child.  Indeed, 

this practice was rampant throughout both groups of participants.  Instead, narratives 

reflected a far deeper, social connection to the animal child than that present in interviews 

of participants with human children.  Shay’s observation that her animal child Morgan 

had connected her and her spouse in a “parental kind of way” spoke to the perception that 

she and her partner were engaged in parenting of their animal child in the first place.  

Jody frequently confused other human actors enough as she enacted the parent identity at 

the workplace with discussion of her animal child, Sally, that they needed to be told that 

the relationship was between Jody and a dog rather than a human child.  Childless 
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participants repeatedly expressed a substantive parent-child relationship between 

themselves and their animal children, often recounting narratives of such that were 

deeply emotional and moving. 

Data also indicated the presence of other parental domains, such as breadwinning 

and arranging and planning (Stueve and Pleck 2001), though evidence for these domains 

across interviews was not as apparent. Furthermore, a theme of willingness to modify 

one’s life for the animal child’s sake emerged inductively from the data.  Indeed, 

childless narratives in this study revealed a willingness to alter one’s own life path as a 

means of either accommodating the relationship between oneself and the animal child or 

improving one’s life path in order to increase the quality and financial security of that 

relationship.  This ranged from participant activity aimed at changing jobs in order to 

garner a schedule that would allow more time spent with the animal child to choosing 

prospective partners that would mesh nicely into the parent-animal child relationship.  

Indeed, Becky made it clear to her new husband that their relationship would be in 

trouble if he expected her to give away her “little boy” even as she paralleled her parent-

animal child relationship to that of her husband’s relationship with his three grown 

children.  

External Support 

The last research question in this dissertation asked if the parent identity exists, 

does it garner external support from other significant family member identities?  

Childless participants recounted intense support from family members, usually the 
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participant’s own parent or, occasionally, sibling in the form of role performances 

congruent with that of “grandparent” or “aunt.”  Well over half of the childless 

participants in my study reported some experience of their own parents identifying their 

animal child as a “grandchild” or “granddog.”   In contrast, there was no such support 

reported by participants that had human children.  In fact, one participant with children 

noted that she would “kill [her mother] if she called up and acted more interested in a 

“grand dog” than in her own grandchildren!” 

The importance of external support to childless participant ability to maintain 

what society presently treats as a marginalized status is paramount to these participants’ 

continued enactment of parental behavioral output.  Wrenn’s discussion of the 

importance of her parents’ and sister’s support for her idiosyncratic parent identity is 

telling.  Her interaction with others is one that is confirmed by other human actors, in 

interaction with other human actors, as those actors interact with her.  Because other, 

significant human actors do not sanction her for these meanings, positive affect arises 

from enactment of that identity and self-meaning of parent develops (Burke and Stets 

2009), altered to fit the animal child and enacted across social contexts (home and work). 

It confirms what all three identity approaches claim about the importance of external 

support to both identity hierarchies and identity verification.  However, it does this in the 

context of a human-non-human relationship, further emphasizing the need to consider 

these interactions as catalysts for identity formation. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

There are a number of implications of these findings.  The first is one that is 

consistent with Mead’s depiction of the relationship between humans and nature as being 

mutual in nature, rather than dualistic, suggesting the presence of a “socialty” between 

objects, organisms, and systems (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming).  While childless 

participants and their animal children in this research may not share the lingual, symbolic 

language that is spoken by human actors, at minimum, actors in this context appear to 

perceive a mutuality that spurs on the development of an idiosyncratic parenting identity.  

Of course, the framing of this relationship as perceived intersubjectivity leaves aside the 

notion that humans and animals share interspecies intersubjectivity (Young 2013; Brandt 

2004; Irvine 2004).  

However, perception is a key component for identity theory and Burke and Stets 

(2009) note that all input is perceptual in nature.   Here, perceiving a companion animal 

as a child of sorts and then proceeding to behave towards it in a parental way based on 

that perception, does not appear unusual for the childless in this study.  The meaning that 

an actor has for an identity is critical in understanding that person’s behavior (Burke 

1980).  Just because the meaning of the identity has an idiosyncratic component that is 

wrapped around a non-human animal does not preclude it from being a genuine identity.  

McCall and Simmons (1978:102) described this nicely when they argued: 

It is in this sense that we can be said to interact, not with individuals and objects,  
but with our images of [their emphasis] them.  We do not, after all, deal with them 
directly as physical “things” but as objects [their emphasis] that we have clothed 



109 
 

with identities and meanings.  We act toward them on the basis of their meanings 
for us, the implications they have for our manifold plans of action. 
 
If this is the case, then how a person perceives behavioral input, not just from 

human actors but non-human entities as well, must be taken into consideration when 

considering the formation of identity.  Furthermore, the meanings that actors associate 

with both humans and non-human animals in their capacity as “objects with identities and 

meanings” is integral to understanding how the actor derives meaning for self.  

Interaction that, for example, one of the childless participants in this study has with their 

companion animal is based on their image of that animal as an animal child.  Indeed, this 

is the meaning that these actors have ascribed to their companion animals.  Remembering 

Becky, who would read stories to her animal children such as “The Pokey Little Puppy,” 

these actors clearly interact with their animals as if they are young children.  Outside of 

our own academic theories and outside of experimental contexts, the idiosyncratic parent 

identity formed counter to the animal child is real in itself and thus real in its 

consequences. 

Furthermore, it may be argued that the presence of these parental behaviors and 

the external support received from significant others are simply a reflection of time use 

and opportunity in those without human children.  I would argue otherwise.  The fact that 

a strong social connection has clearly been built between the childless parent and animal 

child highlights a key position of identity theory that shows that behavioral output 

consistent with a particular identity indicates the internalization of cultural expectations 

for that status, and thus the presence of that identity in the human actor (Burke and Stets 
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2009).  The meanings that an actor applies to a particular identity not only have 

implications for how that person behaves, they provide critical information for 

understanding the identity in that person (Burke and Stets 2009).  As pointed out earlier, 

the fact that the behavioral output in this context is counter to a non-human animal does 

not negate the meanings that have been derived about self, especially in interaction with 

other human actors that support the animal parent identity.  Rather, it emphasizes what 

McCall and Simmons (1978) highlight as the idiosyncratic dimension of an identity or 

the personal unique adaptations that an actor makes to the conventional dimension that is 

dictated by cultural expectations.  Based on the differences in the two groups studied 

here, this idiosyncratic dimension likely does arise from the absence of human children.   

However, the use of the actor’s time and the opportunity to interact in a parent-child 

capacity does not negate the presence of a parent identity.  Instead, it simply speaks to the 

context and definition of the situation, both bread and butter components to symbolic 

interactionist perspectives.  

This data also gives pause for thought as a reminder of Mead as a socio-

environmental thinker (Brewster and Puddephatt forthcoming).  Mead (1938:654) argued 

that “man sets the universe out there as like himself, identical in matter and substance… 

in a certain sense… one has a completely congruous experience – one puts into it the 

attitude which helps to get at it in terms of one’s self.”  Mead believed that humans took 

the role of other with animate (and inanimate) entities as a means of understanding 

oneself within nature.  Indeed, participants in this study engaged in a social process with 
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their animal children that allowed them to perceive the animal’s emotional experiences in 

a way that a parent might – as in Wrenn shielding her animal children from the 

devastating memories of being homeless or Julie refusing to board an airplane to visit her 

family because of the emotional strain that riding in the cargo hold might cause her 

animal child.   

However, in keeping with Mead, these actions were not simply pet caretaking.  

Instead, the sociality engaged in between childless participants and their animal children 

gave meaning to their place within the universe as beings “identical in substance and 

matter” and thus capable of parenting a child that was not human.  Becky confirmed this 

as she explained the decision to take out a $3000 loan for her animal child’s health when 

she said “Most people would be like ‘that is just a dog’… like it is not just a dog… They 

are like little kids.”  This “cooperative relationship,” as Mead (1938:654) termed it, 

between human and non-human serves to produce something in the human actor that, in 

certain contexts, helps the actor find his or her meaning within the environment by the 

formation of identity.  In the case of this research, actors found meaning in self by 

interacting with their animal children and significant others in a way in which the parent 

identity was reinforced – leading to the idiosyncratic enactment and reenactment of that 

identity and its behavioral output. 

Finally, considering the development of human identity in relationship to non-

human actors has macro-level implications.  First of all, understanding the effect of the 

non-human animal on identity stands to fetter out not just the idiosyncratic nature of a 
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“parent” identity formed counter to an animal child.  The external support provided by 

significant family members also may indicate the coming of future shifts in cultural 

expectations about what the parent identity encompasses.  Just as that identity is presently 

in a major state of transition for homosexual couples, the increasing acceptance of the 

companion animal as a family member coupled with the contextual perception of the 

animal child by the childless may signify a cultural shift in the future towards including 

childless parents in the conventional dimension of the parent identity.   

The implication of this shift is potent when considered alongside a society that, on 

the one hand, demands women bear children, while on the other hand, demands that they 

be present in the workforce.  Including the non-human animal in identity research in the 

context of childlessness may provide further insight on both the unprecedented upward 

trend of childlessness in this country as well as the increasing age at first childbirth 

(Livingston and Cohn 2010; Dye 2008).  The clear tendency of childless participants in 

this study to engage in behavioral output aligned with the parent identity suggests that 

there may be implications for fertility choices.  These implications may well extend to the 

downward spiral of total fertility rates at the national level when considered as possible 

modes of fertility choice maintenance.  That is, if the animal parent identity is providing 

the childless parent with the reinforcement necessary to withstand pressure to conceive a 

child now (or ever), that identity has national level implications for the total fertility rates 

in the United States. 
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Indeed, several common themes among animal parents here addressed fertility 

issues – including the use of the animal child as a tactic for delaying childbirth as well as 

for surrogacy.  Furthermore, several participants called their animal children “as close as 

you are gonna get” to a child when asked about the relationship between the animal child 

and participants’ parents.  Julie said of her mother that Chance was “the closest thing you 

are going to have to a grandchild… so she calls herself grandma,” and Lynn commented 

that her family knows that Roger is “as much as they are going to get from me.  They are 

not going to get a human baby, so they get a furry baby.”  Other participants who had not 

completely opted out of childbirth cited the usefulness of their animal child in the delay 

of childbearing.  Maeve, whose partner is far more eager to have human children than she 

is, commented, “Having a puppy is a huge commitment and I feel having a puppy will 

take time away for any potential plans of having a child.  Therefore, having a puppy is a 

good way to stall childbearing.”  Evidence such as this suggests that the animal parent 

identity and the animal child may be intimately intertwined with fertility planning in a 

way that promotes both delaying childbirth as well as opting out entirely. 

LIMITATIONS  

 This research compared two different groups of companion animal owners: those 

with human children and those without.  During the analysis stage of my work, I realized 

that the childless group of participants should have been separated into two distinct 

groups, the voluntarily childless and the involuntarily childless, as it appeared that the 

quality of the parent identity was different between the two.  For example, with the 
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exception of two voluntarily childless women with high profile careers, both voluntarily 

and involuntarily childless groups had clear behavioral output consistent with that of a 

parent of a young human child.  However, a theme of coping and overcoming the 

emotional obstacles of not being able to have children emerged in the interviews with 

participants who were experiencing their own or their partner’s infertility. Future research 

should ensure that types of childless participants are classified from the outset to avoid 

conflating varying motivations for developing such an identity.  This is an area that 

should be further investigated, not only as a separate context in which human identity can 

arise in social interaction with a non-human animal, but also to better understand how the 

infertile may use companion animals as coping strategies for the perceived monumental 

loss of future childbearing.  

 Another limitation in this work lies in the assumption that displaying behavioral 

output that is consistent with an identity that has been socially constructed is indicative of 

the presence of that identity.  While this claim is generally accepted in identity theory 

(Burke and Stets 2009), it is founded on the tenets of traditional symbolic interaction that 

have been framed as excluding non-human animals as social actors.  I worked around this 

issue by citing literature that focuses on the perception of the non-human animal as 

minded (Sanders 2003) or on humans taking the role of other with non-human animals 

(Cohen 1989).  In order to avoid depending on the perception of mindedness in this 

analysis, I would have had to consider interspecies intersubjectivity. However, this was 

not within the scope of this research.  Recent scholars have already begun exploring 
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interspecies intersubjectivity (for example, see Young 2013; Irvine 2013, 2009, 2004; 

Brandt 2004; Alger and Alger 2003, 1997), and as such, future research on the expansion 

of identity theory to non-human animals will need to also consider interspecies 

intersubjectivity as an alingual catalyst for the formation of human identity.  

 Finally, this research is limited by its size and diversity.  While I initially 

conducted 26 interviews, 3 of those were discarded for reasons discussed in the 

methodology section.  While I feel I achieved an adequate level of saturation with these 

interviews, the sample of participants could have been larger and more diverse.  For 

example, the majority of respondents in this sample were middle-class, educated women.  

The percentage of people that own a companion animal drops drastically from 60% for 

people that make between $30,000 and $49,999 a year to 45% for those making under 

$30,000 a year (Taylor et al. 2006).  It is possible that the level of spending and care on 

companion animals in this country is socioeconomically isolated in the middle and upper 

classes because of the resource allocation required to maintain an animal in the way that 

these participants (both with and without human children) are able to.  Furthermore, 

while the ethnic profile of this participant sample had some diversity (Whites, Asian 

Americans, and Latinas), it was primarily white.  This is not surprising given that Taylor 

et al. (2006) report that only 30% of Blacks and 39% of Hispanics report owning a 

companion animal as compared to 64% of Whites. This limitation would need to be 

addressed in future research in order to assess if the childless parent is socioeconomically 

or ethnically bound.  Finally, while I tried to recruit more males into this study, I was 
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only able to obtain an interview with one male.  Future research would need to 

incorporate more data from the male perspective in order to see if the parent identity is 

isolated to females or perhaps also manifests in childless males. 

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

 Given that identity formation in relationship to the non-human animal is likely 

contextual, it will be important in the future to consider other contexts in which this 

formation occurs.  For example, despite the findings in this research that a significant 

parent identity did not appear to exist in participants that had human children, that 

context should still be considered.  Because these participants spoke of their children as 

identifying them as “Mommy” to the companion animal or as “brother,” “sister,” or 

“sibling” to the companion animal, this should be considered another context within the 

family in which identity may be formed.  Following in the footsteps of other research that 

has considered children’s perspectives about their companion animals’ (for example, see 

Morrow 1998; Sanders 1990) lives, future research should consider how the relationships 

between human children and companion animals within the family contribute to the 

formation of identity in children. 

Future research should also consider the role that the animal parent identity plays 

in people that either have been diagnosed with or are living with a partner diagnosed with 

infertility.  Three participants in this research had this qualification and the enactment of 

the parent identity often times far surpassed that of participants that either were delaying 

childbirth or had simply opted out in intensity.  Gathering data on this group of people 
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would not only provide further contextual evidence for the necessity to include non-

human animals in identity theory, it would also provide better understanding on how the 

identity may arise from the need to cope by providing the involuntarily childless with a 

surrogate of sorts.   

  Furthermore, given the narratives reported concerning fertility choices, it would 

be prudent to engage in future research that explores how or if these attitudes towards the 

animal child concerning fertility act as fertility maintenance for these participants.  For 

example, does the animal parent identity act as a buffer from pressure to conceive a 

human child?  Does the animal child provide an “as good as you’re gonna get” stand-in, 

allowing the childless parent who has completely opted out of childbearing to deflect 

criticism?  And if either or both of these are the case, then how does this affect total 

fertility rates in the United States? 

 Finally, it is important to continue to push identity theory in the direction of the 

non-human.  While this research addresses the non-human animal, there are likely other 

contexts in which identity is informed by non-human entities.  Future research should 

begin to fetter out in what situations these exist as a means of furthering our 

understanding of the influence of the natural world on not just our perceptions of it, but 

on our very perception of self. 



118 
 

REFERENCES 
 

Albert, Alexa, & Kris Bulcroft.  (1988). “Pets, Families, and the Life Course.” Journal of  

 Marriage and the Family 50(2):543-552. 

Alfaro, Jessica. (2011). “An Evolutionary Tale About Dogs and Humans.”  UCLA  

          Today (March 3).  

Alger, Janet and Steven Alger. (1997). “Beyond Mead: Symbolic Interaction 

  between Humans and Friends.” Society and Animals 5(1):65-81. 

Alger, Janet and Steven Alger.  (2003).  Cat Culture: The Social World of a Cat Shelter.   

         Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Alvy, Kerby T. (1987). “Parent Training: A Social Necessity.” Center for the  

 Improvement of Child Caring, Incorporated. 

American Pet Products Association (APPA).  (2012).  “Industry Statistics and Trends: Pet 

  Ownership.”  Retrieved from  

  http://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp 

American Pet Products Association (APPA).  (2014).  “Industry Statistics and Trends: Pet 

Ownership.”  Retreived from 

http://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp 

American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA).  (2002).  U.S. Pet Ownership and  

  Demographics Sourcebook.   American Veterinary Medical Association:  

  Schaumburg, IL.  

 



119 
 

American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA).  (2012). U.S. Pet Ownership and  

          Demographics Sourcebook.   American Veterinary Medical Association:  

          Schaumburg, IL.  

Arluke, Arnold & Clinton Sanders.  (1996).  regarding animals.  Philadelphia, PA:  

          Temple University Press. 

Barad, Karen.  (2003).  “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How  

  Matter Comes to Matter.”  Signs 28(3):801-831.  

Beck, Andrew and Aaron Katcher. (1996). Between Pets and People: The Importance 

            of Animal Companionship. West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press. 

Blouin, David.  (2012).  “Are Dogs Children, Companions, or Just Animals?   

  Understanding Variations in People’s Orientations Toward Animals.”  

          Anthrozoos 26(2):279-294. 

Blumer, Herbert. (1969). Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method. Englewood  

 Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Braidotti, R. (2006). “Posthuman, All Too Human Towards a New Process Ontology.” 

 Theory, Culture & Society 23(7-8):197-208. 

Braidotti, Rosa.  (2013).  The Posthuman.  Malden, MA: Polity Press. 

Brandes, Stanley.  (2009).  “The meaning of American pet cemetery gravestones.” 

            Ethnology 48(2):99-118. 

Brandt, Keri. (2004). “A Language of Their Own: An Interactionist Approach to 

  Human-Horse Communication.” Society and Animals 12(4):299-316. 



120 
 

Brewster, Bradley and Puddephatt, Antony.  (forthcoming). “George Herbert Mead as a  

Socio-Environmental Thinker.”  In The Timeliness of George Herbert Mead, 

edited by D. Huebner and H. Joas.  Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Burke, Peter.  (1980). “The Self: Measurement Implications From a Symbolic  

           Interactionist Perspective.”  Social Psychology Quarterly 43(1):18-29. 

Burke, Peter.  (2004).  “Identities and Social Structure:  The 2003 Cooley-Mead Award  

 Address.”  Social Psychology Quarterly 67(1):5-15. 

Burke, Peter and Donald Reitzes. (1981). “The Link between Identity and Role  

 Performance.” Social Psychology Quarterly 44(2):83-92. 

Burke, Peter and Donald Reitzes.  (1991).  “An Identity Theory Approach to  

 Commitment.”  Social Psychology Quarterly 54(3):239-251. 

Burke, Peter and Jan Stets.  (2009).  Identity Theory.  New York, NY: Oxford  

           University Press.  

Burns, Katie.  (2013).  “JAVMA News: Vital Statistics.”  Retrieved from 

  https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/130201a.aspx 

Butler-Kisber, Lynn.  (2010).  Qualitative Inquiry: Thematic, Narrative, and Arts- 

  Informed Perspectives.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Butz, William and Michael Ward. (1979). “The Emergence of Countercyclical U.S.  

  Fertility.”  The American Economic Review 69(3):318-328.  

 

 



121 
 

Callon, Michael.  (1986).  “Some Elements of a Sociology of translation: 

          Domestication of the Scallops and the Fisherman in St. Brieuc Bay.”  Pp. 196- 

 233 in Power, Action and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge, edited by J.  

 Law.London: Routledge & Kegan. 

Carmichael, Gordon and Andrea Whittaker. (2007). “Choice and Circumstance:  

Qualitative Insights into Contemporary Childlessness in Australia.” European 

Journal of Population/Revue Européenne de Démographie 23(2):111-143. 

Cerulo, Karen.  (2009).  “Non-humans in Social Interaction.”  Annual Review of  

           Sociology 35:531-552. 

Chambers, Cynthia and Eva Horn. (2010). “Strategies for Family Facilitation of Play  

          Dates.”  Young Exceptional Children 40(2):24-30. 

Charmaz, Kathy.  (2006). Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through 

   Qualitative Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Charon, J. (2007).  Symbolic interactionism: An introduction, and interpretation, an  

 integration.  Pearson Prentice Hall.  Upper Saddle River, NJ. 

Clancy, Elizabeth and Andrew Rowan.  (2003).  The State of the Animals II: 2003.  

  Humane Society Press:  New York. 

Cohen, Joseph.  (1989).  “About Steaks Liking to be Eaten: The Conflicting Views of  

   Symbolic Interactionists and Talcott Parsons Concerning the Nature of  

            Relations Between Persons and Non-human Objects.”  Symbolic Interaction  

            12(2):191-213. 



122 
 

Creswell, John W. (2012). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among  

 Five Approaches. 3rd ed.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Denzin, Norman. (1991). Images of Postmodern Society: Social Theory and  

 Contemporary Cinema.  Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications. 

Dye, Jane Lawler. (2008).  “Fertility of American women: 2006.”  Current Population 

  Reports P20-558.  

Feldman, Bruce.  (1979). “Why People Own Pets.” Pp. 15-24 in The Handbook of  

 Animal Welfare, edited by R. Allen and W.Westbrook.  New York: Garland  

 STPM. 

Fine, Gary and Kimberly Elsbach.  (2000).  “Ethnography and Experiment in Social  

Psychology Theory Building: Tactics for Integrating Qualitative Field Data with 

Quantitative Lab Data.”  Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 36(1):51-76. 

Flynn, Clifton P. (2000). “Woman’s Best Friend: Pet Abuse and the Role of 

 Companion Animals in the Lives of Battered Women.” Violence Against Women 

    6(2):150-175. 

Folse, Eileen, Carolyn Minder, Melanie Aycock, and Ronald Santana. (1994). “Animal 

           -Assisted Therapy and Depression in Adult College Students. Anthrozoos  

7(3):188-194. 

Foster, Caroline. (2000). “The Limits to Low Fertility: A Biosocial Approach.”  

  Population and Development Review 26(2):209-234. 

 



123 
 

Gergen, Kenneth J. (1991).   The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Modern Life.   

 New York: Basic, 1991. 

Glaser, Barney G. and Anselm L. Strauss. (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory: 

 Strategies for Qualitative Research. Chicago: Aldine. 

Goode, David.  (1994).  A World Without Words: The Social Construction of Children  

 Born Deaf and Blind.  Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.  

Greenebaum, Jessica.  (2004).  “It’s a Dog’s Life:  Elevating Status From Pet to Fur Baby  

  at Yappy Hour.”  Society and Animals 12(2):117-135. 

Gubrium, Jaber.  (1986).  “The Social Preservation of Mind: the Alzheimer’s Disease  

 Experience.”  Symbolic Interaction 9(1):37-51. 

Guest, Greg, Arwen Bunce, and Laura Johnson. (2006). “How Many Interviews Are  

  Enough? An Experiment with Data Saturation and Variability.” Field Methods 

18(1):59-82. 

Haraway, Donna.  (1991).  “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist  

  Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century.”  Pp. 149-181 in Simians, Cyborgs,  

           and Women: The Reinvention of Nature.  New York: Routledge. 

Haraway, Donna.  (1992).  “The Promises of Monsters: A Regenerative Politics for  

  Inappropriate/d Others.”  Pp. 295-337 in Cultural Studies, edited by L. Grossberg,  

  C. Nelson, and P. Treichler.  New York: Routledge. 

Haraway, Donna.  (2008).  When Species Meet.  Minneapolis, MN: University of 

  Minnesota Press. 



124 
 

Haraway, Donna. (2009).  “Cloning Mutts, Saving Tigers.” Pp. 169 -178 in Between the 

           Species: Readings in Human-Animal Relationships, edited by A. Arluke and C.  

           Sanders.  Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

Herzog, Hal.  (2010).  Some We Love, Some We Hate, Some We Eat.  New York, NY:  

  Harper Collins Publishers. 

Hirschman, Elizabeth. (1994). “Consumers and Their Animal Companions.”  Journal of  

  Consumer Research 20(4):616-631. 

Irvine, Leslie.  (2001).  “The Power of Play.”  Anthrozoos 14(3):151-160. 

Irvine, Leslie. (2004). If You Tame Me: Understanding Our Connection with Animals. 

  Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Irvine, Leslie.  (2009).  “Animal Selfhood.”  Pp. 329 – 338 in Between the Species: 

  Readings in Human-Animal Relations, edited by A. Arluke and C. Sanders.  

  Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

Irvine, Leslie. (2013). My Dog Always Eats First: Homeless People and Their Animals. 

  Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Jacobsen, Linda, Mark Mather, and Genevieve Dupuis. (2012).  “Household Change in 

   the United States.” Population Bulletin 67(1). 

Jerolmack, Colin.  (2009).  “Primary Groups and Cosmopolitan ties: The Rooftop 

            Pigeon Flyers of New York.”  Ethnography 10(2/3):211-233. 

Jones, Mark Peter.  (1996).  “Posthuman Agency: Between Theoretical Traditions.”  

  Sociological Theory 14(3):290-309. 



125 
 

Kidd, Aline and Robert Kidd. (1994). “Benefits and Liabilities of Pets for the Homeless.” 

          Psychological Reports 74(3):715-722. 

Latour, B.  (1986).  “On Authority and Its Relationship to Power.”  Pp. 264-280 In 

Power, Action and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge?, edited by J. Law.  

London: Routledge & Kegan. 

Laurent-Simpson, Andrea. (2015). “The Posthuman Parent Identity: Childless Couples,  

Animal ‘Children,’ and Fertility Choices.”  Presented at The 110th Annual 

Meeting of the American Sociological Association. 

Law, John.  (1999).  “After ANT: Complexity, Naming, and Typology.”  The  

 Sociological Review 47(S1):1-14. 

Lee, Nick, and Steve Brown. (1994). “Otherness and the Actor Network:” The  

 Undiscovered Continent”.” The American Behavioral Scientist 37(6):772. 

Livingston, Gretchen and D’Vera Cohn. (2010). “Childlessness Up Among All Women; 

 Down Among Women with Advanced Degrees.” Pew Research Center. Social 

  and Demographic Trends Report. 

Lofland, John and Lynn Lofland.  (1995).  Analyzing Social Settings:  A Guide to  

  Qualitative Observation Analysis.  Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.   

Maccoby, Eleanor E. (1992). “The Role of Parents in the Socialization of Children: An 

  Historical Overview.” Developmental Psychology 28(6):1006. 

McCall, George and J.L. Simmons.  (1978).  Identities and Interactions.  New York: Free 

           Press.  



126 
 

Marinelli, Lieta, Serena Adamelli, Simona Normando, and Gabriele Bono.  (2007).  

“Quality of Life of the Pet Dog: Influence of Owner and Dog’s Characteristics.”  

Applied Animal Behaviour Science 108(1-2):143-156. 

Mather, Mark. (2012). “Fact Sheet: The Decline in US Fertility.” Population Reference 

  Bureau, World Population Data Sheet. 

Mead, George Herbert.  (1934).  Mind, Self, and Society From the Standpoint of a  

           Social Behaviorist, edited by C.W. Morris. Chicago: The University of Chicago 

           Press. 

Mead, George Herbert. (1938).  The Philosophy of the Act.  Chicago: The University of  

           Chicago Press. 

Mead, George Herbert.  (1962).  Mind, Self, and Society From the Standpoint of a  

           Social Behaviorist, edited by C.W. Morris. Chicago: The University of Chicago 

           Press. 

Mead, George Herbert.  (1972).  The Philosophy of the Act.  Chicago: The University of  

           Chicago Press. 

Milkie, Melissa, Sarah Kendig, Kei Nomaguchi, and Kathleen Denny. (2010). “Time 

 Employed Parents.” Journal of Marriage and Family 72(5):1329-1343. 

Mithen, Steven.  (1999).  “The hunter-gatherer prehistory of human-animal interactions.”  

 Anthrozoos: A Multidisciplinary Journal of The Interactions of People & 

 Animals, 12(4):195-204. 

 



127 
 

Morrow, Virginia.  (1998). “My Animals and Other Family: Children’s Perspectives on  

 Their Relationships with Companion Animals. Anthrozoös 11(4):218-226. 

Owens, Erica.  (2007). “Nonbiologic Objects as Actors.”  Symbolic Interaction  

  30(4):567-584. 

Paul, Elizabeth and James A. Serpell.  (1993).  “Childhood Pet Keeping and Humane 

  Attitudes in Young Adulthood.”  Animal Welfare 2:321-337. 

Penn, Mark.  (2007).  Microtrends: The Small Forces Behind Tomorrow’s Big Changes. 

  New York: Twelve. 

Pickering, Andrew.  (1993).  “The Mangle of Practice: Agency and Emergence in the 

  Sociology of Science.”  American Journal of Sociology 99(3):559-589. 

Pickering, Andrew.  (1995).  The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science.  

  Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Rhodan, Maya.  (2014).  “Pope Francis Urges Couples to Raise Kids, Not Cats and 

  Dogs.” Time (June 2).  Retrieved from http://time.com/2814527/pope-francis- 

  dogs-cats-pets/ 

Rowan, Andrew and Alan Beck. (1994). “The Health Benefits of Human-Animal 

 Interactions.” Anthrozoos  7(2):85-89. 

Rubin, Herbert. J.and Irene S. Rubin. (2011). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of  

 Hearing Data. Thousand Oaks , CA: Sage. 

 

 



128 
 

Sanders, Clinton. (1993). “Understanding Dogs: Caretakers’ Attributions of 

 Mindedness in Canine-Human Relationships.” Journal of Contemporary 

Ethnography 22(2) :205-226. 

Sanders, Clinton. (2000). “The Impact of Guide Dogs on the Identity of People with 

 Visual Impairments.” Anthrozoos 13(3):131-139. 

Sanders, Clinton. (2003). “Actions Speak Louder Than Words: Close Relationships 

 Between Humans and Non-human Animals.” Symbolic Interaction 26: 405-426. 

Sanders, C. R. (2007). Mind, Self, and Human-Animal Joint Action. Sociological Focus  

 40(3):320-336. 

Scanlon, Lesley.  (2008).  “Adults’ Motives for Returning to Study: The Role of Self- 

          Authoring.”  Studies in Continuing Education 30(1):17-32. 

Serpe, Richard. (1987). “Stability and Change in Self: A Structural Symbolic  

 Interactionist Explanation.”  Social Psychology Quarterly 50(1):44-55. 

Shir-Vertesh, Dafna.  (2012).  “‘Flexible Personhood’:  Loving Animals as Family 

  Members in Israel.”  American Anthropologist 114(3):420-432. 

Stern, Daniel.  (1985).  The Interpersonal World of the Infant.  New York: Basic Books. 

Stets, Jan.  (2006).  “Identity Theory.”  In P. Burke (Ed.), Contemporary Social  

          Psychological Theories.  Stanford, CA: Stanford Social Sciences.  

Stryker, Sheldon. (1980). Symbolic Interactionism: A Social Structural Version.  Menlo 

          Park, CA: Benjamin Cummings. 

 



129 
 

Stryker, Sheldon.  (1987).  “Identity Theory: Developments and Extentions.”  Pp. 89-104  

in Self and Identity: Psychological Perspectives, edited by K. Yardley and T. 

Honess.  Chickester, UK: Wiley. 

Stryker, Sheldon and Peter Burke. (2000). “The Past, Present, and Future of an Identity 

        Theory.” Social Psychology Quarterly 63(4):284-297. 

Stryker, Sheldon and Richard Serpe.  (1994). “Identity Salience and Psychological  

Centrality: Equivalent, Overlapping, or Complementary Concepts?” Social  

Psychology Quarterly 57(1):16-35. 

Stueve, Jeffrey and Joesph Pleck. (2001). “‘Parenting Voices’: Solo Parent Identity and 

          Co-Parent Identities in Married Parents’ Narratives of Meaningful Parenting 

  Experiences.” Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 18(5):691-708. 

Taylor, Paul, Cary Funk, and Peyton Craighill. (2006). “Gauging Family Intimacy: Dogs 

  Edge Cats (Dads Trail Both).” Pew Research Center: A Social Trends Report: 1-8. 

Thompson, Kirrilly. (2013). “Save Me, Save My Dog: Increasing Natural Disaster  

 Preparedness and Survival by Addressing Human-Animal Relationships.”   

 Australian Journal of Communication 40(1):123. 

Vint, Sheryl. (2005).   “Theorising the Global: The Limits of Poshuman Subjectivity  

          and Collective Agency in Joan Slonczewski’s Brain Plague.”  Post Identity 4.2  

Retrieved from http://quod.lib.umich.edu/p/postid/pid9999.0004.204/--theorising- 

 global-the-limits-of-posthuman-subjectivity?rgn=main;view=fulltext  

 



130 
 

Walsh, Froma.  (2009).  “Human-Animal Bonds: The Role of Pets in Family Systems 

          and Family Therapy.”  Family Process 48(4):481-499. 

Wyness, Michael.  (1997). “Parental Responsibilities, Social Policy and the Maintenance  

          of Boundaries.” The Sociological Review 45(2):304-324. 

Young, Robert.  (2013).  “Regarding Rocky: A Theoretical and Ethnographic Exploration  

 of Interspecies Intersubjectivity.”  Society and Animals 21(3):294-313. 

Zottarelli, Lisa. (2010). “Broken Bond: An Exploration of Human Factors Associated  

with Companion Animal Loss During Hurricane Katrina.”  Sociological Forum 

25(1):110-122.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



131 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

APPENDIX A 

IRB Letter of Approval 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



132 
 

 

 

If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt prior to any data 
collection at that agency.  A copy of the approved consent form with the IRB approval stamp is 
enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval date stamp when obtaining 
consent from your participants. A copy of the signed consent forms must be submitted with the 
request to close the study file at the completion of the study. 

Any modifications to this study must be submitted for review to the IRB using the Modification 
Request Form. Additionally, the IRB must be notified immediately of any adverse events or 
unanticipated problems. All forms are located on the IRB website. If you have any questions, please 
contact the TWU IRB.

The above referenced study has been reviewed and approved by the Denton Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) on 2/6/2015 using an expedited review procedure. This approval is valid for one year and 
expires on 2/6/2016. The IRB will send an email notification 45 days prior to the expiration date with 
instructions to extend or close the study. It is your responsibility to request an extension for the study 
if it is not yet complete, to close the protocol file when the study is complete, and to make certain 
that the study is not conducted beyond the expiration date.

Approval for The "Pseudo" Parent Identity: Childless Couples, Animal "Children" and Fertility 
Choices (Protocol #: 18029)

Re:

Institutional Review Board
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-5619
940-898-3378
email: IRB@twu.edu
http://www.twu.edu/irb.html

February 11, 2015

Sociology & Social Work
Ms. Andrea Laurent-Simpson

Institutional Review Board - Denton

DATE:

TO:

FROM:

Dr. James L. Williams, Sociology & Social Work
Dr. Celia Lo, Sociology & Social Work

Graduate School

cc.
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE  
   

Principal Investigator:  Andrea Laurent-Simpson, M.A. 
 
 
 I just wanted to start by thanking you for helping me out on this project.  Of 
course, please know that this is completely confidential.  No one will ever hear this 
interview or know the content of it in any way.  The tape will be destroyed as soon as I 
have finished transcribing it.  And anything I use for my study will have no names 
included.  Just to remind you, this is a dissertation project for my doctoral work. 
 As you already know from the consent form, I am curious about how pets affect 
their owners and how this differs between owners without children and those with 
children.  I am interested in what your thoughts are about your relationship with your 
animal(s) as well as the relationship that other people in your family may have with these 
animals.  Learning directly from you is a great way to understand your interactions when 
I am not around.  I love details, so feel free to talk as much as you want.  Tell me stories 
about experiences.  But, remember, you don’t have to answer questions that you don’t 
want to.  And you can end the interview at any time.  Do you have any questions before 
we start?  (Answer these).  Okay, let’s get started. 
 
Introduction 
 
1. First and foremost, do you have any pets at home?  Tell me all about them! 
  Probe:  Do you have pictures that I could see? 
 
2. When did you first bring your pet into your family? 
 
3. If you had to put a human label on your pet, what would it be (ex: friend, companion, 
child, etc.)?  Why?  
   
4. What is a typical day like during the week for your household? 
  Probe: What role does your pet play in this process? 
 
5. What is a typical day like during the weekend for your household? 
  Probe: What role does your pet play during this time period? 
 
6. Can you describe for me the most memorable time you have had with your pet? 
  Probe: Other pets? 
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Home Life 
 
7.  Where does your animal live (inside or outside)?  Why is that? 
 
8.  Where does your pet sleep?  
  Probe: (If owner’s bed) How did that come about? How does that  

make you feel?   
    
9.  When, where, and with who (if anyone) does your pet eat?  What kind of diet does the 
pet have? 
  Probe:  Is there any particular reason for that arrangement? 
 
10. Do you plan family vacations around your animal?  If so, how? 

Probe: (If animal travels with interviewee) How do you take your pet into 
consideration as you plan the trip? 
Probe: (If dog stays at home) How is the animal taken care of (kennel, pet 
sitter, friend’s house)?  How do you decide on the care of your animal?  

 
Special Treatment 
 
11. When you make purchases for your pet, how do you decide what they need? 
 
12.  Is your pet involved in any way in purchasing decisions?  How? 
 
13. Does your pet ever get to go to the store with you?  Why? 
 
14. Do you ever take your pet to special places only designated for them (ex: dog park)?  
How often? 
  Probe: What do you do there? 
 
15. What kinds of activities do you engage in with your pet? 
 
Celebrations 
16. Do you engage in any kind of cultural celebrations with your pet (like birthdays or 
religious holidays)? 

Probe: If so, how?  What do you and your pet do for these celebrations? 
Probe: (If not answered already) Do you purchase gifts for your animal?  
Examples? 
Probe: Do you ever receive gifts “from your animal” for these occasions 
(for example, is a gift ever from “Sam” but bought by someone else in his 
name)? 
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Relationships with Other Family Members 
17. How do other family members (spouse, parents, children, etc.) think of your animal?   
  Probe: Why is that? 
 
18. Do other family members ever ask about your pet?  Can you think of any examples? 

Probe: Your pet’s well being? 
 
19. Do you ever take your pet with you to visit family members?   

Probe: If yes, how do they react to this? 
 
Having Human Children 
20. (If interviewee is childless) Does your pet affect your thoughts, if you have them, 
about having human children?  If so, how? 
 
21. How do you think your pet would respond to your having human children?  Why? 
 
22. Hypothetically, if you did have human children, how might that affect your pet?  
Would their status change in the household? 
 
23. (If interviewee has children) Did you have your pet before you had human children? 

Probe: If so, did the pet’s status change after the first child was brought 
home?  How? 

 
24. If you had to describe you pet’s role in the family, what would it be? 
 
Closing 
 
25. If you could tell me anything you wanted about your animal, what would it be? 
 
26. Would you like to share anything else with me regarding your pet? 
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