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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic fast-tracked the remote-working trend and placed many employ-
ees in a unique situation: conducting work in the presence of household pets. Despite research on
pet-friendly workplaces, little work is available on the impact pets may have on remote-working
owners. A simultaneous multimethod study was conducted to explore the impact of pets on remote-
working employees’ work-related exhaustion and job satisfaction. The current study reports on the
qualitative findings of the multimethod study. Using purposive sampling data were collected from
remote-working pet owners (n = 77) through an online survey. Qualitative content analysis shows
that pets served as a social resource to remote workers and influenced participants’ willingness
to continue remote working. Some remote workers also saw their pets as a demand. This study
provides preliminary insight into pets’ role in job satisfaction and work-related exhaustion through
social support.

Keywords: COVID-19; coronavirus; employee productivity; job stress; occupational stress; pets;
remote work; work exhaustion; work fatigue

1. Introduction

The highly contagious COVID-19 virus and lockdowns prompted companies to use
flexible strategies such as remote work to protect their employees (Lund et al. 2020). Remote
work is made possible by technological advancements like audio or video conferencing
and can hold various benefits for employees and their organizations (Wienclaw 2009). For
example, employees have the advantage of schedule (Wienclaw 2009) or geographical
flexibility (Choudhury et al. 2021) and less commute time (Bloom et al. 2015). At the same
time, organizations benefit by having employees with higher productivity and less sick
leave (Bloom et al. 2015). However, despite the benefits of remote work, the COVID-19
pandemic placed many employees in an unexpected and unique situation by locking
down their work and family lives for an extended period (Powell 2020). Research has
shown that the benefits for employees of voluntary remote work differ vastly from forced
remote work (Allen et al. 2021). The pandemic also added new stressors, such as school
closures or social distancing measures which caught most organizations and employees
unprepared (Dunatchik et al. 2021). Pandemics commonly increase experiences of stress
with fears of death, joblessness and social isolation during quarantine (IFRC 2008). Re-
search showed growth in stress and other disorders across the globe during the COVID-19
pandemic (Pieh et al. 2020). For example, samples from Austria (see Pieh et al. 2020) showed
increased symptoms of depression and anxiety during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. An
Italian sample reported that during the pandemic, post-traumatic symptoms, insomnia and
stress increased, and the situation was even direr for those employees who worked from
home and cared for children who suffered from parental burnout (Thompson et al. 2020).

White-collar employees are more willing to remote work (Streitfeld 2020). However,
these employees experience lower job satisfaction, higher work-family conflict, turnover
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intention, emotional exhaustion and work stress when involuntary working from home
(Kaduk et al. 2019). Work stress occurs when disharmony exists between the employee’s
ability to cope with work demands within a set time frame and the demands of the
situation (Burman and Goswami 2018; De Silva et al. 2017). According to the job-demands-
resources (JDR) model, employees’ work conditions can serve as a job demand or job
resource (Bakker and Demerouti 2007). Job demands are aspects (social, organizational
and physical) of work that require extended mental or physical effort to complete, leading
to physical or psychological costs to the employee (Demerouti et al. 2001). Examples of
job demands are increased workload, work responsibility (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004) and
time pressure (Lesener et al. 2019). Emotional exhaustion is often the outcome of high job
demands leading to employees feeling physically and emotionally overexerted (Maslach
and Leiter 2008) and causing various mental and physical illnesses (Tokunaga 2011). On
the other hand, job resources are aspects (social, psychological, physical or organizational)
of work that limits job demands and costs, increasing employees’ personal development
and growth (Demerouti et al. 2001).

Social support has been shown to be a practical resource against emotional work
exhaustion caused by the depletion of emotional resources through work responsibilities
(Maslach et al. 2001; Thompson et al. 2020). Emotional, informational and instrumental
support are all forms of social support (Daly and Baumeister 2009) and renders the work
stressors less threatening and increases the employee’s perception of their ability to deal
with the stressor (Cohen and Wills 1985). Social support refers to the assistance or perception
of formal or informal networks (Wedgeworth et al. 2017), promoting positive feelings of be-
longing or being cared for and limiting ill health in individuals (Daly and Baumeister 2009).
Social support is therefore seen as a job resource comprised of social interactions provided
by peers and supervisors that can increase work dedication, commitment (Bakker et al.
2003), whilst limiting work–life-conflict and turnover intention (Kossek et al. 2011). For
example, academic institutions employed positive approaches, such as emotional sup-
port from others, to effectively deal with occupational stress during the COVID-19 period
(Shen and Slater 2021). However, the required social isolation during lockdown increased
work stress and lowered perceived remote work productivity and satisfaction (Toscano
and Zappalà 2020).

Additionally, virtual support through technology provided fewer mental and physical
health benefits than close physical proximity, further exacerbated by social distancing
(Powell 2020). Recent research indicates that pets played an essential role in easing the
overall stress during the COVID-19 pandemic by promoting physiological changes (“happy
hormones”) that made owners feel better (Gee et al. 2021). Studies also show that pets
provided owners with the support they needed to lighten the impact of the changes caused
by the COVID-19 lockdowns (Bowen et al. 2020). For example, an Australian study found
pets to be a significant buffer against loneliness in live-alone adults during lockdown
(Oliva and Johnston 2020). Consequently, many countries had a surge in pet adoptions
during lockdowns (Barr 2020; Huang et al. 2020) as many new owners used pets for comfort
and to ease loneliness (Oliva and Johnston 2020).

Household pets are often seen as part of the family (Tanaka et al. 2019). The type
of pet can include any domesticated animal (mammals, amphibians, invertebrates, etc.),
and the most popularly owned type of pet globally is the dog, followed by cats and fish
(World Population Review 2022). Irvin and Cilia (2017) highlight pets’ place in the family
by discussing how pets are often used as abusive tools to manipulate or harm others in
domestic abuse. They conclude that pets are not merely seen as family; they are family
to the other family members (Irvin and Cilia 2017). Research has shown that pet owners
often form stronger bonds with their pets than other family members (Beck and Madresh
2008). For example, older pet owners who live alone experience the same psychological
health benefits as those living with families due to pet relationships (Taniguchi et al. 2018).
Furthermore, pets serve humans’ emotional needs (Serpell 2011), create social support
(Casciotti 2014), improve overall health or sleep (Headey et al. 2008) and decrease stress
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(Foreman et al. 2017). Pets can provide comparable companionship to humans (Serpell 2011)
and show attachment behavior towards their owners (Wanser et al. 2019).

The benefits of the pet-owner relationship depend on the owner-pet attachment re-
lationship, i.e., if the owners perceive the pet as supportive and fulfilling their human
psychological needs (Kanat-Maymon et al. 2016). Pet-owner attachment is influenced by
owner gender, length of ownership, other pets and type of pet (Smolkovic et al. 2012)
and can influence both the pet and owner’s emotional well-being (Solomon et al. 2019).
Pets in strong owner-pet relationships provide a more significant buffer against stress
for their owners than human partners or friends (Foreman et al. 2017; Hall et al. 2016;
Lass-Hennemann et al. 2020). Moreover, strong attachment to a pet can resemble a caregiver-
infant relationship (Payne et al. 2015), and owner personality can determine pet behavior
(Finka et al. 2019). Research has investigated how different kinds of pets influence their
owners (Machová et al. 2019); for example, research on dog owners shows they have higher
life satisfaction than cat owners (Bao and Schreer 2016). According to Machová et al. (2019)
horses increase owners’ physical activity more than other pet types. At the same time, dogs
have a more significant positive impact on pet owners’ well-being than cats and other pet
types (Amiot et al. 2022).

Differences in pet-ownership between countries show China was estimated to own 200
million dogs and cats in 2021 (Statista 2021b), and almost half of the Polish and Romanian
households own a dog (Statista 2021a). In 2021/22, dogs were owned by 69 million Ameri-
can households, with 45.3 and 11.8 households owning cats and fish (World Population
Review 2022). Brazil’s pet owners own the most exotic animals (Statista 2022), and their pet
ownership is most common among childless homeowners (Defelipe et al. 2020). Research
also indicates that pet owners are mostly young, white, employed, married living with chil-
dren in rural areas (Fraser et al. 2020). Other demographics have also been investigated for
example, a small Irish study found domestic pet owners had higher educational attainment
that exotic pet owners (Goins and Hanlon 2021).

Organizations have recognized the beneficial role pets play in their employees’ work–
life balance and wellness; consequently, some companies started ‘pet-friendly workplaces’
(PFWs). This trend in PFW is growing (Fronstin and Helman 2013) in small and large
companies such as Amazon and Google (Wilkin et al. 2016). Amazon has invited employees
to bring well-behaved pets to their offices and even provides employees with pet recre-
ation, such as dog parks (Bishop 2017). These PFWs realized that pet initiatives fall under
worksite wellness (Barker et al. 2012) and focused on adding a range of pet-friendly aspects,
such as pet insurance and bringing your pet to work (Wilkin et al. 2016). These PFWs
aim to enhance employee health and company recruitment, productivity, retention, and
bottom-line results (Wilkin et al. 2016). Various studies have also investigated the effects
of bringing your dog to work. For example, a quantitative survey by Barker et al. (2012)
found no statistical difference in perceived organizational support or physiological stress.
However, this study did show that perceived stress decreased throughout the workday
for dog owners and work stress increased for non-dog owner-employees. Dog owners
also experienced the same increase in stress levels throughout the day as non-dog own-
ers when dogs were not brought to work (Barker et al. 2012). A more recent study by
Etingen et al. (2020) shows that dog-assisted support programs improved healthcare work-
ers’ moods and lowered patient-related burnout facets and promoted job satisfaction
(Crowe et al. 2018). Job satisfaction represents how a person feels about various intrinsic
or extrinsic factors and whether they are satisfied with their job (Abad-Jorge 2018). Stu-
dents from a Spanish university reported lower stress levels and increased social skills
interacting with a therapy dog for one hour a week (Gill et al. 2019). A systematic review
of service dogs in the workplace showed employees’ productivity, health and workplace
attractiveness increased when dogs were present (Hunter et al. 2019).

Hall et al. (2016) found that a female sample of employees who brought their dogs to
work experienced improved general well-being, job satisfaction and feelings of control over
their work. These studies encourage organizations to employ well-designed workplace pet
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policies to reap the benefits of employee owner-pet relationships (Hall et al. 2016). These
benefits may be even more significant in the current remote working context, where many
of the disadvantages of PFWs are countered. For example, a pet that is kept at home with
a remote worker will not be able to disrupt, cause conflict or endanger co-workers (for
example, allergies, zoonoses, fall hazards, phobias or bites) (Foreman et al. 2017). This work
arrangement will also avoid conflict due to cultural differences and fears for pet welfare
(Foreman et al. 2017). Ikeuchi et al. (2021) investigated if USA remote-working employees’
attitudes, physical activity and psychological well-being varied between pet-owners and
non-pet owners. Their findings showed increased pet-owner interactions, more human
socialization and physical activity. A recent Australian study by Oliva and Johnston (2020)
also notes pets’ role in alleviating remote-work stressors during the pandemic. De-
spite these benefits, employees also experienced increased pet distractions during work.
Ikeuchi et al. (2021) did not find a relationship between positive or negative effects and
pet ownership regarding work location. Their study encouraged further research to con-
sider pet and employee personality and studies investigating the role of the owner-pet
relationship in reaping the benefits of pets for remote-working employees.

1.1. Problem Statement

Currently, more employees are remote working, which will drastically change the
future of work post-pandemic (Rigotti et al. 2021). Therefore, employers and employees are
encouraged to consider what they’ve learned from their pandemic work experiences to de-
vise strategies for the way forward to create new optimal workplaces (Makarius et al. 2021).
Studies show that during the COVID-19 pandemic, pets played an essential role in pro-
viding social support to their owners (Martin et al. 2021). Various studies have shown
the benefits of having pets at work (see Foreman et al. 2017). However, there is a lack of
research investigating the effect of owner-pet relationships as job resources through support
for remote working employees. A previous study by Ikeuchi et al. (2021) addressed the gap
in research regarding pet companions and remote working during the COVID-19 lockdown.
However, their study did not consider the owner-pet relationship to determine the benefits
of pet companions during remote work. A study by Oliva and Johnston (2020) slightly
considered pets’ role in remote-working life as one of many factors. Interactions with close
pets whilst remote working can be a potentially overlooked job resource for employees and
organizations. Thus, the current study aimed to explore if owner-pet relationships influence
remote-working employees’ experiences of work-related exhaustion and job satisfaction.

1.2. Contributions

This study contributes insight into the effectiveness of owner-pet relationships for pro-
moting remote working benefits and shows this relationship’s impact on work exhaus-
tion. Managers can use results from this study to improve work experiences of the new
remote workforce and start devising PFW policies for those employees who may return
to work to improve employee work experiences and, thereby, the organization’s bottom
line. Additionally, Foreman et al. (2017) reviewed dogs in the workplace, which showed
that previous studies mainly researched controlled laboratory work settings with limited
generalizability to real-life contexts. A few non-experimental studies have followed since
Foreman et al. (2017); however, none have considered remote work following COVID-19 lock-
downs and pet support. Therefore, this study contributes to the limited literature as research
was conducted outside a controlled setting in the unique context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.3. General Objective

The current qualitative study formed part of a larger simultaneous multimethod
project that applied quantitative and qualitative research methods (Morse 2003). The
overarching aim of the multimethod project was to explore the structural aspects, and the
meaning participants attach to remote working with pets regarding job satisfaction and
work exhaustion (Fielding and Fielding 1986). Therefore, the current qualitative study pro-
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vides depth and opportunity for expanding and explaining experiences (Schutz et al. 2003).
At the same time, the ongoing quantitative study (cross-sectional survey) creates a breadth
of the experiences (Schutz et al. 2003). To achieve this aim the following research ques-
tion was addressed: What is the influence of owner-pet relationships on work-related
exhaustion, the willingness of remote workers to remain remote and job satisfaction?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Design

The multimethod research design was used in this study. Multimethod studies can
be presented as standalone or combined studies depending on the role of each method
or the publication standards (Brewer and Hunter 2006). Initially, the qualitative section
was expected to be used as a supplement to the quantitative results. However, due to
the depth of responses provided by participants who completed the qualitative question,
it was deemed appropriate to apply formal qualitative analysis in a standalone report
(Brewer and Hunter 2006). A qualitative descriptive design was therefore followed, uti-
lizing a pragmatist paradigm. Qualitative descriptive studies aim to create straightfor-
ward descriptions of participants’ experiences (Sandelowski 2010) and are not focused
or committed to a theoretical analysis of data (Doyle et al. 2020) or increasing concep-
tual understanding (Chafe 2017). This study’s philosophical underpinning is pragma-
tism, which aims to address a problem’s demands and not a set of methods, which is
appropriate for multimethod and qualitative descriptive studies (Brewer and Hunter 2006;
Schutz et al. 2003).

2.2. Sampling

Sampling was conducted using purposive sampling through international online pet
communities or social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, pet forums and Facebook). There
was no restriction on the sample country or animal type, and a variety of pet-type platforms
(e.g., mammal, reptiles, etc.) were invited. The inclusion criteria for participation were
(Kobus and Pietersen 2016): pet-owning remote-working employees from any employ-
ment sector that remotely worked (before, during or after the COVID-19 lockdowns) who
had internet access. From the total ongoing multimethod sample (n = 162), a subset of
(n = 77) participants completed the qualitative section of the survey. Sample demographics
are presented in Table 1:

Table 1. Sample demographics.

Item Category Frequency (f ) Percentage (%)

Age Mean 43
Mode 36/41

Median 42
Gender * Female 69 90%

Male 7 9%
Missing 1 1%
Other 0 0%

Ethnicity * White 68 88%
Of colour 2 3%

Indian 3 4%
African 1 1%
Other 3 4%
Asian 0 0%

Highest qualification Post-graduate degree 25 32%
Degree (Graduate/Honours) 26 34%

Diploma 15 19%
High school 11 14%

* Note: Designations are used in line with the terminology of the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 for designated
and non-designated groups. No offence is intended.
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2.3. Data Collection

The multimethod survey was placed on typeform.com to be completed by participants
online at a convenient time. Typeform.com is an online software that generates surveys and
applications (Typeform.com 2022). A general open-ended question was added to the end
of the quantitative online survey where participants could respond in free text (Brewer and
Hunter 2006). General open-ended questions are posed to obtain insight into participants’
general experience regarding the topic of study and are standard practice when applying
qualitative descriptive designs in survey research (Kim et al. 2017). Thus, the following
qualitative question was posed at the end of the survey: Do you have anything to add
regarding your experience as a pet owner and remote worker during COVID-19? Voluntary
participants who wished to participate in the study were automatically de-identified upon
agreeing to the informed consent form on the online survey platform Typeform.com.

2.4. Data Analysis

Following the qualitative descriptive design, conventional qualitative content analysis
was used to describe participant experiences (Sandelowski 2000), which went beyond word
frequencies and examined the meanings and themes of the text. The following (Table 2)
stages of content analysis identified for qualitative descriptive studies were followed
(Doyle et al. 2020):

Table 2. Descriptive qualitative analysis.

1. Sort/transcribe data.
2. Create initial codes.
3. Add comments or reflect on codes.
4. Identify patterns and themes between codes.
5. Use patterns for additional data collection is applicable.
6. Elaborate or create generalizations on consistencies found in data.
7. Link generalizations to existing knowledge or theories.

2.5. Research Procedure and Participant Context

After ethical approval had been obtained, the researcher invited potential participants
by posting an invitation with the survey link on the identified social media sites. Interested
participants could click on the survey link, which directed them to the online survey
on Typeform.com. Upon clicking “Agree” to the terms and conditions, the participants
could complete and submit their survey answers. Typeform.com anonymizes participants
when they click on the link. Typeform.com presents anonymous data in a Microsoft Excel
workbook format for data analysis.

Data for the qualitative study were collected from 31 January 2022 to 30 April 2022.
Participants were instructed to complete the questionnaire at their convenience in an
environment of their choosing. Invitations to the study were posted on various international
social media groups/sites to allow all possible interested participants to take part in
the survey.

2.6. Trustworthiness

To promote the trustworthiness of the collected data the following techniques were em-
ployed; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba 1985).
Credibility, i.e., the extent to which findings represent participant experiences was ensured
by providing prolonged engagement with the data, a thick description of the phenomenon,
purposive sampling and a well-established research method (Lincoln and Guba 1985). Gen-
eralizing findings from a qualitative study is not the aim of the method; however, readers
can discern the transferability of findings to themselves or other groups. To provide readers
with insight into the transferability of findings, we have provided a thick description of the
phenomenon, participants and research design (Nieuwenhuis 2016). The dependability of
the findings is promoted by providing insight into the application of the research design,
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documenting changes and being transparent about the creation of codes and themes (Lincoln
and Guba 1985). Inter-coder reliability was conducted, utilizing Microsoft excel, through
consulting with a co-coder who analyzed the data set and ensured the accurate representa-
tion of the data (O’Connor and Joffe 2020). The co-coder was a well-published industrial
and research psychology professor. Any disagreements between the coders were discussed
and documented. Lastly, the researchers provided participant quotes, an audit trail of their
methodological application and reflected on their position and presumptions with regard to
the research study to enhance the confirmability of their findings (Nieuwenhuis 2016).

3. Results

Remote work preference and pet demographics were asked as part of the demograph-
ics section of the survey (Table 3). Most participants have been remote workers for 1–2 years
(57%) and preferred remote working (71%) compared to other working arrangements. Most
participants also had four or more pets, with dogs (60%) being the most popularly owned
pet. Pets indicated in the “Other” category included a hamster, a parrot and one missing
value. More than half (71%) of owners had their pets for five or more years.

Table 3. Remote working and pet ownership.

Item Category Frequency (f ) Percentage (%)

Willingness to remote-work Not at all 1 1%
Sometimes 4 5%

Often 19 25%
Almost always 53 69%

Remote working time 6 months or less 11 14%
1–2 years 44 57%
3–4 years 8 10%

5 or more years 14 18%
Remote working preference Home 55 71%

Office 2 3%
Both 20 26%

Pet amount 1 15 19%
2 23 30%
3 11 14%

4 or more 28 36%
Kind of pet Dog 60 60%

Cat 37 37%
Other * 3 3%

Time owned pet Less than 1 year 4 5%
1–2 years 5 6%
3–5 years 13 17%

5 or more years 55 71%
* All participants that selected “other” as a kind of pet also owned dogs or cats. Type of pet is based on total pets
indicated and not participant amount.

Almost half of the participants (47%, f 77) in the ongoing multimethod study com-
pleted the open-ended question of the online survey. Data were coded into 22 codes, and cat-
egorized into three themes: Pets as a social resource, Remote work experience/perceptions,
and Pets as a demand. Table 4 shows the identified codes and is further described in the
subthemes below.
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Table 4. Themes and codes.

Theme Code Frequency (f ) Percentage
(%)

Pets as a social resource Happiness and meaning 19 15%
Get through the day 3 2%

Break 12 10%
Physical activity 5 4%

Calming/comfort 10 8%
Stress relief 9 7%

Social interaction 10 8%
Productive 3 2%
Motivation 2 2%
Protection 1 1%

Mental health 6 5%
Remote work experience/perceptions Improved relationship 4 3%

Luxury/gift 2 2%
Proximity 4 3%

Better compared to the office 1 1%
Stress from being away 3 2%

Enjoyed remote-working 7 6%
Hybrid 3 2%

Guilt/pets benefit/neediness 7 6%
Prefer remote work due to pets 6 5%

Balance 2 2%
Pets as a demand Stress increase 7 6%

3.1. Theme 1: Pets as a Social Resource

Overall, participants reported their pets contributed to a positive remote-working
experience by decreasing stress, promoting positive feelings, breaks, mental and physical
health and providing social support, motivation and productivity. These five subthemes
are presented below:

Decrease work stress. The most common experience expressed by participants (Table 4)
was that their pets served as a resource in alleviating work stress, providing comfort and
creating a calm work environment. For example, “having access to my pets during the
day definitely helps with stress management” (P45), and “whenever I get stressed, I go
get a little squeeze in from one of the fluffs [pets], and I feel much better” (P8). Participant
55 adds that “remote working is much more comfortable when I have my pets lounging
beside me”, and “if I’m feeling stress[ed], I’ll step away from the computer and walk over
to a cat and dote on him or her. It releases tension and if I pick up the cat, hold it, and
it purrs, it’s very calming” (P2). Pets, therefore, “add joy and [the] work environment is
calmer” (P14) for some of the sampled participants.

Positive feelings. General positive feelings were reported in relation to remote working
and pets. Participant 3 felt that “having my pets close to me makes me happy” (P3), “they
are great work partners and make me smile every day” (P7) and “my animals love helping
me with my work and provide countless moments of joy and laughter throughout the day!”
(P19). Furthermore, pets made owners feel accepted and valued while working from home:
“It’s good to have my pets who give me unconditional love and who love me being home”
(P20) and “my dog is crucial in making me happy and [feeling] valued” (P73).

Breaks. Prompts to take breaks were seen as crucial beneficial roles pets played in
supporting their remote working owners; “my cat gets in my lap when he senses I’m
stressed with a work call or task. It sometimes forces me to take [a] break, which is actually
really needed. I don’t get that when I’m physically at the office” (P4). Participant 29 noted
that their pet “ . . . would signal me if I have not taken a break in a long time, by bringing
me a toy”. Pet owners also expressed that they would take fewer breaks whilst remote
working, if they did not own a pet; “I definitely take more breaks because of my dogs, since
they bother me to go play about twice a day. Without them, I’d take less breaks a day”
(P65). These breaks with pets was also considered different and more fulfilling than breaks
without a pet; “A 5 min break that involves a chin tickle and a fluffy snuggle is better/more
enriching than an hour long break that doesn’t” (P32).
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Mental and physical health. Remote workers commented on the various ways in which
pets supported their mental and physical health. For example, in the case of mental health,
participants stated, “ . . . my pets help keep me sane” (P70), “ . . . having a pet has really
improved my mental health” (P11) or “my pet gives me a sense of sanity when my work
becomes overwhelming . . . ” (P75). Participants also highlighted the role of their pets in
their mental health during the “ . . . overwhelming virtual era of COVID and its overly-
connected remote working culture. His [pet] absence has been absolutely devastating
and brought into focus the profound positive impact he had on my mental wellness (and
physical wellness, too) during this time.” (P53). Participant 52 adds, “during the lockdown
phases, my dogs really gave comfort and support, also assisting with improving mental
health . . . ”.

In addition to improving mental health, taking breaks with pets also increased partici-
pants’ physical health. Participant 33 said, “having a pet I’ve noticed I take more breaks
meaning my body is getting the movement it needs”, and “my pet forces me to get up
from my desk a few times a day to feed them or play with them . . . ” (P66). Lastly, two
participants mentioned their pets’ role in protecting them whilst working from home. For
example, participant 71 stated that their “ . . . dog sits next to my pc when I’m working. He
keeps me company and protects me!”.

Social support. Pet owners saw their pets as social companions who helped them get
through their work day as they; “ . . . often talk to my cats” (P14), “I always have company”
(P18) and “I love having company working remotely and being able to take a tea or lunch
break and be with my animals” (P39). Pets also combated the feeling of isolation and
were seen as “ . . . alleviating loneliness” (P52) from working at home. Participants further
commented; “I enjoy having my dogs around for company as I am self-employed and home
alone” (P37), “having them [pets] around me while working makes me feel less remote”
(P72), and “I like knowing that my dog is around the house” (P24). Participant 5 adds that
their pet not only provided companionship but also created opportunities for socializing
with others: “having a pet relieves isolation, both from their company and neighbors who
want to greet them when we’re outside”.

Motivation and productivity. Some participants made specific reference to their pets’
support in motivating them during their workday; for example, “when I feel disheartened
or demotivated, I play with them or bother them, and I feel better”(P70). Some pets were
seen as an owner’s “ . . . Greatest motivation” (P76). Encouraging owners to take breaks, as
stated above, and move around also increased work productivity “I am more productive
and get more activity by taking breaks to go outside with my pets or interact with them in
the house” (P56).

3.2. Theme 2: Remote Work Experience/Perceptions

The second most popular theme that was found from the data focused on how partici-
pants experienced remote working with their pets compared to other work arrangements
such as hybrid work (i.e., alternating between the office and home). Results from the
sample that completed the qualitative section of the survey concur with the frequency
indicated in Table 3, namely that the majority expressed the desire to continue remote
working. Participants’ responses concerning their work arrangements are presented in the
following sub-themes:

Remote working with pets. Those owners who stated that they preferred remote working
were “very happy to work remotely as I get to spend more time with my fur child in the
comfort of my own home” (P13) and “wish working remotely could be permanent” (P31).
Remote working with pets was seen as “an immense gift” (P2) and a “luxury” (P15) by
some participants. Some owners even consciously chose or preferred remote working
positions to stay home with their pets. Participant 6 highlighted this decision in that “ . . .
the primary reason behind my most recent job change was finding something that allowed
me the freedom to work from home and travel with my pups” and “I prefer working from
home because I can be with my cats all day” (P16).
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Pet benefit. Working at home was beneficial not only for participants but also for their
pets’ training and care. Participants stated that they were able to “ . . . monitor her [pet]
activity and condition better than if I were away all day” (P57). Participant 61 described
how working at home with a sick pet helped them “ . . . focus on work and get my projects
done, because she [pet] was in the room with me, sleeping on the floor. If I had been in the
office, I would have been mentally consumed with thinking of her [pet] and if she was ok
and probably would have missed work and definitely been less productive” (P61).

Hybrid working. Despite the majority of participants indicating they preferred working
from home (Table 2), there were some participants who chose a mixed work schedule to
full-time remote working. Participants who answered the qualitative question provided
some insight into their willingness to have a hybrid work arrangement; Participant 67 felt
that they were “glad to be able to go to the office some days a week. Liked having the dogs
close when I was at home”. Participant 68 adds that they “ . . . enjoy working from home
and from the office”.

In addition to enjoying working at both work and home, some participants stated
that there was a downside to owners and pets when they returned to work in a hybrid
arrangement. This downside included feelings of guilt when leaving pets at home: “Since
the dogs are only alone two work days a week, they have developed separation anxiety
and guilt on my side for when I do leave the house. I love my hybrid work schedule, loving
the extra time at home with the pooches, but also seeing my colleagues every second day,
but when I leave the house I feel so guilty that the dogs are alone. A lot more so than before
COVID” (P36). Participant 10 adds that they “ . . . stress when I have to be away from my
pets” (P10).

Creating balance (create, unbalanced, experiences). Some participants noted the importance
of balancing work responsibilities and pet needs as remote workers. Participants attempted
to create routines where both work and pet needs could be met: “You need to find a
balance between the time of you work and your pet. You need to figure out a routine of
when you feed/clean/ play with your animals and balance that with your work” (P26).
Finding balance was beneficial for owners and their pets: “It’s of utmost importance to
keep balance between work and home. However, our pets don’t understand that, we need
to ensure that there is time for them, work and ourselves. It’s therefore just as important to
consider the time spent at home creates a routine within our furbabies, and is very likely
to cause separation anxiety issues if we are out and about or have to resume to back into
the office” (P43). Despite the challenges associated with remote working with pets, some
participants still preferred remote work over returning to the office “working remotely
has its challenges, but I am more productive working from home tha[n] working at the
office” (P49).

3.3. Theme 3 Pets as a Demand

Despite most participants seeing their pets as a benefit and resource of remote-working
life, some respondents felt their pets were a source of added stress. This added stress came
from distraction, interruptions and an increased need for attention from pets. For example,
some owners experienced their pets as a distraction “kittens are a huge distraction to remote
work” (P47), “misbehaving” (P49) and interrupting “we have dogs for safety reasons and
they bark whenever there is someone in the street, but this interrupts my concentration
when working at home” (P63). Participant 77 adds that “they cause stress when they want
to join a zoom meeting!”. Another participant felt that they are “ . . . less productive when
working remote because I’d rather cuddle my furbabies” (P59). Working from home also
increased pressure on pet owners as it “ . . . makes my pets more needy” (P68), and “my
dogs think I am home only to cater to their needs. They have become a lot more demanding”
(P23,). One participant felt remote working negatively affected both the pets and work:
“While I believe that pets bring a lot of joy to my life, caring for them while remote working
can be a challenge. I often feel like I’m not giving my best to my work nor my pets” (P38).
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4. Discussion

The ongoing multimethod study aimed to investigate the influence of owner-pet
relationships on work-related exhaustion, the willingness of remote workers to remain
remote and job satisfaction. The qualitative data of this study were analyzed, and three
themes were identified: Pets as a social resource, Remote work experience/perceptions and
Pets as a demand.

Theme 1 showed that pets serve as a job resource for most participants in terms of
informal social support. Pets fulfilled all aspects of social support described by theory in
that they promoted positive feelings, mental and physical health and feelings of belonging
(Daly and Baumeister 2009). Moreover, participants reported that pets’ social support
motivated them, made them more productive and got them through the day per psycho-
logical and social support’s role as a job resource (Bakker et al. 2003; Demerouti et al. 2001).
These findings reinforce previous research that found that pets are a source of emo-
tional support (Meehan et al. 2017) and provide physical and social interaction as well
as entertainment or comfort during the COVID-19 pandemic (see Applebaum et al. 2021;
Nieforth and O’Haire 2020; Oliva and Johnston 2020). In addition to providing support,
owners also stated that seeing, touching, or having pets close to them helped them cope
with work stress. This finding contributes to previous stress research where the presence
of pets was seen as a stress buster (Katcher 1981). In some human pet studies, interacting
with a familiar pet has also been associated with releasing oxytocin, which lowers stress
(Beetz et al. 2012; Martin et al. 2021). By providing owners with a calm work environment
and lowering stress, pets create positive extrinsic and intrinsic work environments for
remote workers.

Furthermore, the role of pets in promoting breaks and physical activity could have
contributed to the overall positive experience reported by participants, as taking breaks
can increase job productivity and effectiveness by addressing basic needs such as hunger
(Brennan et al. 2019). Overall the positive feelings experienced by pet-owning remote
workers concur with those experienced by employees in PFW who had increased health
and social interaction (Wilkin et al. 2016). Junça-Silva (2022) adds that attachment to a pet
increases feelings of security, which can be beneficial in the work context. These findings
may be helpful to remote workers, as remote working can be threatened by a lack of
physical activity, feelings of belonging and social interaction (Grzelczak 2021).

Theme 2 provided insight into the reasons behind this sample’s inclination to continue
remote working in addition to the social support listed in Theme 1. Theme 2 showed that pet
owners expressed joy when remote-working and saw their interaction with pets due to re-
mote working as an added benefit or luxury for themselves and their pets. Ipsen et al. (2021)
also explored the willingness to continue remote working and cited an opportunity to focus
on work tasks and family as possible reasons. In this sample, pets were often referred to as
family (Beck and Madresh 2008; Wilkin et al. 2016) and as a reason to find employment that
allows for remote working. The majority of specific samples (e.g., North American) have
pets and are more inclined to apply for jobs that may offer access to their pets through PFW
policies or remote working (Linacre 2016). A recent overview of news articles suggests
that providing this benefit to pet owners can be a critical recruiting tool and may become a
requirement for some employees (e.g., Business Wire 2022). Research by Junça-Silva (2022)
supports the importance of PFW for employment after the COVID-19 pandemic and found
that it increased employee organizational identification, which improved life satisfaction
and psychological well-being. Consequently, the inclusion of PFW is encouraged for
retaining and recruiting employees (Junça-Silva 2022).

However, despite the positive experiences of remote working for this sample, recent
research has also found that being unable to see colleagues, leave the house, or have poor
work conditions were disadvantages of full-time remote working (Ipsen et al. 2021). On the
other hand, hybrid work, where participants alternate between home and the office, is likely
to become the new norm for some employees (Beck and Hensher 2022; Wang et al. 2020).
Participants from this study who preferred this hybrid schedule enjoyed the fact that
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they could see their pets and colleagues during a work week. However, pet owners may
experience added difficulty with this work arrangement as this sample experienced owner
guilt, lack of care and disrupted concentration at work when leaving pets at home. This
difficulty highlights the importance of incorporating PFW policies when employees are
required to return to the office.

For those pet owners working from home, creating a balance between work and pet life
by establishing routines where both work and pet needs could be met was important. Find-
ing a balance between work and home was a common theme during remote working due
to COVID-19, and researchers referred to this balance as multitasking (Xu et al. 2021). This
form of multitasking can influence employees’ work–life balance (Weintraub et al. 2019)
and job satisfaction (Conte et al. 2019). Pets were undoubtedly one of the aspects that
required some multitasking by participants in this sample, as they tried to care for their
pets and complete their work simultaneously. This multitasking was often a challenge for
both owners and pets; however, this challenge was still met with an air of positivity for
most participants.

The select few participants who struggled to balance or experience their pets as a
demand in Theme 3 saw them as creators of disharmony between their work demands
and work situation (Burman and Goswami 2018). Pets would often interrupt, distract,
or require more attention than the remote workers could provide during work hours,
making the work conditions a job demand and not a resource (Bakker and Demerouti 2007).
Distraction and interruptions may lead to increased physical or psychological effort from
the remote worker to achieve their work goals and emotional exhaustion (Maslach and
Leiter 2008). Research has noted pets as a workplace distraction and a possible pitfall of
PFW (Ikeuchi et al. 2021; Wilkin et al. 2016). The current study adds to the literature and
shows that it may also occur in remote-working contexts. However, other research shows
these interrupting pets provided some entertainment to co-workers who enjoyed seeing
owners’ pets in their zoom meetings (Oliva and Johnston 2020). The attachment between
owner and pet, if pets are well-behaved or the influence of job demands of the owner may
provide more insight into whether the owner experiences a pet requiring attention as an
interruption or a break prompt such as in Theme 1.

Remote working is seen as a lasting transformation of the workplace fast-tracked by
the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, up to 50% of employees became remote
workers (Bamieh and Ziegler 2022), and more companies are likely to follow some form of
a working-from-home arrangement to uphold work flexibility (European Commission’s
Science and Knowledge Center 2020). This study’s demographic data supports this reality
in that most of the participants from the sample have been remote workers since the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns (last 1–2 years) and are willing or prefer
to continue remote working. The high amount of dog and cat owners also concurs with
global statistics on pet ownership (World Population Review 2022). Lastly, this study shows
that pets play an essential role in pet-owners’ willingness to remote work and serve as a
social resource that combat job demands such as stress.

5. Practical Contribution

To optimize workplaces post-COVID, employers are encouraged to learn from em-
ployee experiences, especially under the higher productivity strain of combating the nega-
tive economic impact of the pandemic (Makarius et al. 2021). Consequently, attention to
Work–Life Balance aspects that could lessen the pressure on the workforce under these
demands is needed (Gorjifard and Crawford 2021). The current study answers this call
and shows that remote-working employees experienced pets as a social resource and a
determining factor or luxury in their employment. Therefore, organizations are encour-
aged to consider pets in their policies in recruiting and retaining their employees. For
example, implementing PFW policies such as veterinary care, bereavement leave or ‘bring
your pet to work day’ (Wilkin et al. 2016). These policies may help employees and their
pet’s transition to hybrid or full office work schedules and provide attractive employment.
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Additionally, organizations can highlight the role furry co-workers play in supporting
those employees who can stay in a remote-working arrangement to reap the benefits for all
parties. Lastly, this study provides research knowledge into remote-working experiences
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

6. Limitations and Future Research

Despite the positive features of this qualitative study, it has some limitations to address
in future research. The first limitation of this study is that it only provides insight into a
phenomenon based on one section of the ongoing multimethod research. The quantitative
part of this study will provide more breadth on the impact of owning a pet on remote
workers’ job satisfaction and exhaustion. However, the large sample of participants who
completed the qualitative section of this study still provided interesting and valuable insight
into their experiences. The second limitation is that the current purposive sample mainly
consisted of white females who own four or more pets, making the sample homogenous.
Future research should therefore endeavor to include a more heterogeneous sample.

Furthermore, this sample only included current pet owners which may create sample
bias. Therefore, the quantitative section of this sample will attempt to include non-pet
owners, and future studies on the topic are encouraged. Despite controlling for pet attach-
ment and behavior in the larger study, the current qualitative analysis indicates that more
survey questions should be added that focus on job demands and the misbehavior of pets
in the quantitative study. Lastly, participants gave data online without the opportunity
for further research probing or clarification on their answers, which is recommended for
future research.

The current study provides a preliminary look into the experiences of remote-working
pet owners and should be used as a base for further research. For example, some research
shows the impact of marital status and children on the attachment of owners and pets
and can be investigated as a possible factor in the remote-workers perception of pet
support (Barker et al. 2012). Other individual attributes, such as personality, should also be
considered in future quantitative research. It may also be valuable to know which tactics
pet owners use to balance remote work and pet needs to assist other pet owners. The
current sample indicated that pets played a significant role in their decision to remote work;
however, future studies can compare different factors deemed beneficial to remote workers
to determine the weight pets carry in employees’ decisions. The pets that participants in
this sample owned were primarily dogs and cats (97%); it may be intriguing to see the
experiences of owners who own other types of pets as well as indoor vs. outdoor pets.
Reporting on the reasons for pet adoption may also provide different insights. Participants’
country may also influence their lived experiences with their pets, mainly since culture may
influence attitudes towards pets and countries addressed lockdowns and remote working
differently. Lastly, we recommend comparing results from remote-working pet owners to
that of PFW employees to determine the impact of remote vs. office work.

7. Conclusions

From the current qualitative findings of this ongoing multimethod study, it can be
concluded that pets are a significant social job resource for some remote-working pet own-
ers, which may influence job satisfaction and lower work exhaustion. Thereby supporting
pets as family members who can assist in stressors, such as sudden changes in work and
family life. However, differences between pet owners and their job demands may affect
their experience of pets as a resource. Moreover, various pet-owner demographics that
could influence pet-owner experiences have not been addressed by the current study which
should be considered by future research. The current ongoing quantitative study can be
adapted to include these demographics and may clarify pets’ impact on work satisfaction
and work-related exhaustion.
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