(o3
sciences

behavioral

Article
Relationship

between Attachment to Pet and Post-Traumatic

Growth after Pet Loss: Mediated Moderating Effect of Cognitive
Emotion Regulation Strategy through Separation Pain

Hyo Jin Park ! and Goo-Churl Jeong %*

check for
updates

Citation: Park, H].; Jeong, G.-C.
Relationship between Attachment to
Pet and Post-Traumatic Growth after
Pet Loss: Mediated Moderating Effect
of Cognitive Emotion Regulation
Strategy through Separation Pain.
Behav. Sci. 2022, 12,291. https://
doi.org/10.3390/bs12080291

Academic Editors: Roxanne Hawkins

and Scott D. Lane

Received: 19 July 2022
Accepted: 16 August 2022
Published: 18 August 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Institute of Well-Being Health Psychology, Sahmyook University, Seoul 01795, Korea
Department of Counseling Psychology, College of Health and Welfare, Sashmyook University,
Seoul 01795, Korea

*  Correspondence: gcjeong@syu.ac.kr

Abstract: The declining fertility rate and an aging population have accelerated the number of single-
person households and nuclear families, and the number of households raising pets has naturally
increased. However, pet owners experience great sorrow and trauma due to the death of their pets.
The stronger the attachment to pets, the more severe the separation pain caused by pet loss. The
purpose of this study was to analyze the moderating effect of a cognitive emotion regulation strategy
mediated through separation pain on the relationship between attachment and post-traumatic growth
after pet loss among owners. The study participants were 303 owners who have experienced pet
loss. We analyzed the mediated moderating effects by PROCESS macro. The results showed that the
adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy strengthened the effect of attachment to pets on post-
traumatic growth and decreased the effect on separation pain. Conversely, the maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategy weakened the effect of attachment to pets on post-traumatic growth and
strengthened the effect on separation pain. The act of intentionally expanding the perspective on pet
loss experience, switching into a more positive focus, and accepting reality will reduce the grief of its
companions and become an opportunity for growth.

Keywords: pet loss; attachment; separation pain; post-traumatic growth; cognitive emotion regula-
tion strategy

1. Introduction

In our society, low fertility rate and an aging population continue to intensify, resulting
in an increase in single-person households and nuclear families. An increase in single-
person households naturally leads to an increase in households living with pets [1]. In
addition, it has been reported that the adoption rate of pets has increased due to changes in
daily life and lockdown policies around the world caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [2].
The social distancing policy has increased owners’ relationship with pets. According to
previous studies, 67% of American households have pets in the United States, and the pet
industry in China has grown by a whopping 2000% over the past 10 years [3]. According
to statistics from the Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs [4], the number of
households raising companion animals in Korea also increased by 1.81 million compared to
2015, with about 6.38 million households raising companion animals. This increase in pet
owners is not simply a result of the development of a new industry but is closely related to
a change in the attitude toward pets.

Along with the increase in pet owners, the perspective on pets is also changing.
Moving away from the concept of a “pet” that is taken and raised as an animal, it has
established itself as a “companion,” emphasizing the meaning of a companion living
together [5]. Beyond raising pets out of simple curiosity, owners accept them as members
of the family, share many aspects of their lives, and feel happy through their relationships
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with pets [6]. The positive effects of raising pets have been demonstrated in several
previous studies. Well [7] reported that raising pets improves physical health and helps
one communicate with others. In other words, pet caregivers feel less lonely than those
without pets, and their interpersonal relationships become more active [8]. It has also been
reported that elderly people living with pets experience less depression than those who
do not [9]. Through these results, we found that relationships with pets play an important
role in raising positive emotions. In addition, since pets provide unconditional affection to
humans, people can relieve tension and stress through interactions with pets and increase
happiness by obtaining emotional stability [10,11]. Now, pets are not simply being raised
but are considered beings who sympathize with and pursue happiness.

However, despite the myriad of benefits that pets bring, their death can bring un-
avoidable pain. Compared to humans, pets have a relatively short lifespan; therefore,
humans inevitably experience pet loss during the rearing process [12]. It is very painful to
lose someone who has been with you for a long time, regardless of the reason. A person
who has experienced such loss experiences difficulties in daily life, including emotional
and physical difficulties [13]. Of course, sadness and mourning after the loss of a loved
one is a normal and natural reaction; however, it may cause pathological problems if it
interferes with daily life or if one does not recover even after a long time. Although there
are individual differences in the degree and extent of maladaptive psychological problems
that individuals experience due to loss, they typically experience traumatic pain, such as
anger and guilt, and separation pain, such as longing, for about six months after the loss,
and then they return to daily life. It is common to return, but depending on the person,
the state of sadness and pain continues to be maintained, and it remains pathological
and causes difficulties in daily life [14]. This difference is also greatly influenced by the
relationship between pets and coping styles with grief [15].

Recently, many reports have shown that not all people who have experienced pain or
trauma undergo posttraumatic stress [16,17]. A person can experience positive changes
in the process of overcoming the pain caused by trauma, called post-traumatic growth.
Although the probability of being exposed to trauma in our lifetime is close to 80%, the
probability of experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is only approximately
5% [18]. This shows the inner strength of human beings to protect or recover from trauma,
suggesting that trauma can be used as a scaffolding for further growth [19]. According
to previous studies, firefighters and first responders who encounter numerous traumatic
events due to the nature of their jobs also showed positive changes through the rumination
process [20]. In addition, bereaved families who have lost their loved ones due to large-scale
disasters, such as the 9/11 attack, have overcome the loss through religious significance [16].
Parents who lost their children also experienced post-traumatic growth after a terrible
experience, such as discovering a new meaning of life by reconstructing the meaning of
death [17].

Such post-traumatic growth can have a greater effect as more active and adaptive
cognitive coping is performed [21]. The deep sadness and separation pain felt after the loss
of a pet makes it impossible to rationally reflect on current events. The cognitive emotion
regulation strategy is to go beyond the simple repetitive recall of the grief caused by the
loss of a pet and to coordinate it at a higher mental level. Post-traumatic growth does not
occur automatically and can be promoted through intentional and active intervention. This
method of intentionally controlling emotions through cognitive intervention is called a
cognitive emotion regulation strategy. A cognitive emotion regulation strategy, which refers
to the cognitive handling of emotionally awakened information, is expected to play an
important role in regulating emotions caused by pet loss and linking it with post-traumatic
growth [22]. Cognitive emotion regulation strategies accept events as they are, expand
their perspectives, and lay the groundwork for growth through positive reevaluation.
Rather than a simple and repetitive rumination on the traumatic event, the cognitive
process of analyzing, meaning, and reevaluating traumatic events promotes post-traumatic
growth [23].
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In general, the stronger the love for and attachment to pets, the greater the pain caused
by pet loss. According to a previous study on attachment to pets, people with a high
level of anxiety attachment to pets had a lower level of acceptance of their death and a
higher level of death-related pain and self-blame for their death [24]. This suggests that if a
person experiences the death of a pet, one needs to take deliberate cognitive measures, such
as accepting it and not blaming oneself or others. Thus, although traumatic experiences
caused by pet loss cause separation pain, the use of cognitive emotion regulation strategies
can help alleviate psychological maladjustment [25]. In fact, as a result of conducting
an online survey of rearers in Australia and the UK who lost their pets, it was found
that the higher the cognitive emotion regulation strategy, the fewer symptoms of sadness,
resentment, trauma, and guilt caused by the pet loss [26]. As a result of a survey of victims
who survived the great flood, the more catastrophic and frequent the rumination, the higher
the PTSD symptom score; the victims who used cognitive emotion regulation strategies,
such as positive re-evaluation, experienced post-traumatic growth [27].

Attachment, which is a strong bond with pets, entails great separation pain after pet
loss and may affect post-traumatic growth. However, separation pain may be reduced
and promote post-traumatic growth improved through acceptance of death, broadening
of perspectives, and positive re-evaluation using adaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategies. Therefore, in this study, we tried to verify the moderating effect of cognitive
emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment to pets and post-
traumatic growth after pet loss among owners, and to verify whether it also moderates the
mediating effect of separation pain.

Research Purpose and Research Model

The purpose of this study was to examine the moderating effect of a cognitive emotion
regulation strategy mediated through separation pain in the relationship between attach-
ment to pets and post-traumatic growth after experiencing pet loss among owners. The
research model is illustrated in Figure 1.

Separation pain

CERS

Post-traumatic
growth

Attachment to pet

Figure 1. Research model. CERS = Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The participants of this study were 303 Korean adults who experienced pet loss.
Among the study participants, 133 (43.9%) were male, and 170 (56.1%) were female. The
average age of the participants was 34.7 years (SD = 12.9) and ranged from 19 to 69 years old.
There were 203 (67.0%) non-religious participants and 100 (33.0%) religious participants.
In terms of marital status, 205 (67.7%) were single, and 98 (32.3%) were married. The
most common lost pets were dogs at 216 (71.3%), cats at 38 (12.5%), and other animals
at 49 (16.2%). Disease was the most common cause of pet loss (123; 40.6%), followed by
natural death (106; 35.0%), accidental death (54; 17.8%), and loss of pets (20; 6.6%). After
pet loss, 90 participants (29.7%) no longer had a pet, but 175 people (57.8%) got the same
kind of pet again, and 52 people (17.2%) had the same pet, even by breed. After pet loss,
178 people (58.7%) perceived that they had received sufficient support from their families.
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2.2. Procedure

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Sahmyook University
(IRB No. SYU 2022-01-012-001). The survey was conducted between 8 March and 5 April
2022 through an online survey in a non-face-to-face manner. The questionnaire was created
in Google Forms, and a description of the study participants was posted on the first
page of the questionnaire, including information on the purpose of the questionnaire and
how to participate. In the explanatory text, basic guidance on the research, measures to
protect personally identifiable information, and the scope of use of the collected data were
described. After reading the explanation, it was clarified that there was no penalty for not
participating in the survey or not completing it. The online survey was designed so that
only those who read all explanations and agreed to voluntarily participate in the survey
could start it. After the survey, an online gift certificate was provided as a reward for
participation time.

2.3. Instrument
2.3.1. Attachment to Pet

The Korean version [28] of the Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale (LAPS) by Johnson,
Garrity, and Stallones [29] was used. The LAPS consists of 23 questions, and responses
are made on a 4-point Likert scale. The higher the total score on the scale, the stronger the
attachment to the companion animal. In this study, the Cronbach’s « of the scale was found
to be as high as 0.94.

2.3.2. Separation Pain

The Korean version [30] of the separation pain factor in the Inventory of Complicated
Grief-revised (ICG-r) scale by Prigerson and Jacobs [31] was used. It consists of 18 questions,
and responses are recorded on a 5-point Likert scale. A higher score indicates a higher
level of pain experienced by the loss of companion animals. In this study, the Cronbach’s o
value of the scale was found to be as high as 0.98.

2.3.3. Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy

The Korean version [32] of the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire by Gar-
nefski, Kraaija, and Spinhoven [23] was used. It consists of 36 questions, answered on a
5-point Likert scale. There are a total of nine sub-factors, which are divided into adaptive
strategies (expanding perspective, rethinking plans, positive focus change, acceptance,
and positive re-evaluation) and maladaptive strategies (self-blame, criticism of others,
rumination, and catastrophe). The higher the score, the stronger the use of each cognitive
emotion regulation strategy. In this study, the Cronbach’s « value of the adaptive strategy
was 0.89, and that of the maladaptive strategy was 0.94.

2.3.4. Post-Traumatic Growth

The Korean version [33] of the post-traumatic growth scale by Tedeschi and Cal-
houn [34] was used. It consists of 16 questions, answered on a 5-point Likert scale. The
sub-factors consist of the following: change in self-perception, increase in interpersonal
depth, discovery of new possibilities, and increase in spiritual interest. The higher the score,
the higher the post-traumatic growth caused by pet loss. In this study, the Cronbach’s o of
the scale was found to be as high as 0.92.

2.4. Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows (version 25.0;
IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Descriptive statistics of the variables were calculated, and
the Cronbach’s « coefficient was used to assess the reliability of the scale. Differences in
study variables according to general characteristics were analyzed by an ANOVA, and
the post hoc test was analyzed using Scheffé’s method. The mediated moderating effect
of cognitive emotion regulation strategies through separation pain on the relationship
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between attachment and post-traumatic growth was analyzed using PROCESS Macro
Release 3.5 (Model 8) [35].

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics of Research Variables

We calculated the mean, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis values of attach-
ment to the pet, cognitive emotion regulation strategy, separation pain after pet loss, and
post-traumatic growth (Table 1). The absolute values of skewness and kurtosis of the study
variables were all less than 1.06, assuming normality of the research variables.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of research variables (1 = 303).

Variables M + SD Skewness Kurtosis
Attachment to pet 3.39 +0.47 —0.89 0.15
Separation pain 213 £1.17 1.06 —0.04
Cognitive Emotion
Regulation Strategy

Adaptive CERS 2.75+0.72 0.37 —0.18
Maladaptive CERS 2.50 + 0.97 043 —0.58
Post-traumatic Growth 229 +£0.97 0.86 0.29

CERS = Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy.

3.2. Difference between Separation Pain and Post-Traumatic Growth after Pet Loss According to
General Characteristics

Table 2 shows the differences in post-traumatic separation pain and post-traumatic
growth according to general characteristics using the ANOVA. Regarding sex, males had
significantly higher separation pain than females (F = 33.61, p < 0.001), and females had
significantly higher post-traumatic growth than males (F = 6.50, p = 0.011). The religious
group had a significantly higher level of separation pain (F = 31.30, p < 0.001), but there
was no significant difference in post-traumatic growth. In terms of the type of pet, the
group that lost cats had significantly higher separation pain (F = 17.43, p < 0.001), and the
group that lost dogs had significantly higher post-traumatic growth (F = 5.85, p = 0.003).
There were no statistically significant differences on pet loss type. Separation pain was
significantly higher in the group that raised the same type of pet of the same breed after
pet loss than in the other groups (F = 6.23, p < 0.001). In contrast, the group that felt
they received sufficient support from their family after pet loss had significantly lower
separation pain (F = 55.94, p < 0.001) and significantly higher post-traumatic growth than
the group that did not (F = 12.13, p = 0.001).

3.3. Mediated Moderating Effect of the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy through
Separation Pain

To analyze the mediating moderating effect of the cognitive emotion regulation strat-
egy, first, its moderating effect on the relationship between attachment to pets and post-
traumatic growth was analyzed. Then, its moderating effect on the relationship between
attachment to pet and separation pain among mediating pathways was analyzed. The
result of the analysis of the moderating effect of adaptive strategy among the cognitive
emotion regulation strategies is presented in Table 3, and the results of the analysis of the
moderating effect of a maladaptive strategy are presented in Table 4. Before analyzing the
moderating effect, we controlled for gender and age among the general characteristics of
the study participants in all regression models.
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Table 2. Analysis of the difference between separation pain and post-traumatic growth after pet loss

according to general characteristics (n = 303).

Separation Pain

Post-Traumatic Growth

Variables Categories
M + SD F(p) M + SD E@p)
Gend Male 2.55+1.43 33.61 (<0.001) 213 £0.94 6.50 (0.011)
ender Female 1.81£0.78 2414098
Religion None 1.88 +0.91 31.30 (<0.001) 2.35+0.98 2.18 (0.141)
& Have 2.65 +1.46 2.17 £0.94
Dog ? 1.93 +£0.93 17.43 (<0.001) 2.39 £0.97 5.85 (0.003)
Species of pet CatP 3.07 + 1.58 ac<b 1.84 £0.73
Etc. € 229 +141 2.17 £ 1.05
Disease 219+1.20 0.58 (0.630) 235+ 0.96 0.45 (0.719)
Causes of pet loss Natural 2.03 +1.12 225+ 099
P Accident 225 +1.26 220 £0.89
Missing 203 +1.11 240+ 1.14
None @ 1.99 £ 1.12 6.23 (<0.001) 2.13 £ 0.96 2.23 (0.085)
; b
Pet after pet loss Same spec%es C& breed 2.68 +£1.37 a,c,d<b 227 +1.02
Same species 214 £1.15 2.314+0.92
Different species d 1.69 £ 0.77 2.61 +1.03
Familv support Insufficient 2.69 £ 1.38 55.94 (<0.001) 2.06 £+ 0.88 12.13 (0.001)
¥y Supp Sufficient 1.75 £ 0.80 2.45 4+ 1.00
abed Alphabet is the result of a post hoc test using Scheffé’s method.
Table 3. Moderating effect of an adaptive strategy through separation pain on the relationship
between attachment to pet and post-traumatic growth after pet loss (1 = 303).
Separation Pain Post-Traumatic Growth
Model Predictor R?
B SE p B SE 4
Attachment to pet 0.23 0.11 0.036
1 Separation pain 0.13 0.05 0.009 0.414
Adaptive CERS 0.80 0.07 <0.001 :
Interaction * 0.39 0.15 0.009
Attachment to pet 1.03 0.11 <0.001
2 Adaptive CERS —0.34 0.07 <0.001 0.462
Interaction * —0.78 0.17 <0.001
* The interaction term was composed of the product of attachment to the pet and the adaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategy. CERS = Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy.
Table 4. Mediated moderating effect of a maladaptive strategy through separation pain on the
relationship between attachment to pet and post-traumatic growth after pet loss (1 = 303).
Separation Pain Post-Traumatic Growth
Model Predictor R?
B SE p B SE p
Attachment to pet 0.25 0.13 0.060
1 Separation pain —0.18 0.09 0.036 0.168
Maladaptive CERS 0.24 0.10 0.013 :
Interaction * —0.60 0.13 <0.001
Attachment to pet 0.34 0.09 <0.001
2 Maladaptive CERS 0.84 0.04 <0.001 0.740
Interaction * 0.27 0.09 0.003

* The interaction term was composed of the product of attachment to the pet and the maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategy. CERS = Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy.
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Model 1 in Table 3 shows that the moderating effect of the adaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategy on the relationship between pet attachment and post-traumatic growth
was statistically significant (B = 0.39, p = 0.009). The more adaptive the cognitive emotion
regulation strategy used, the stronger the effect of attachment to pets on post-traumatic
growth after pet loss. The moderating effect of the adaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategy is shown in Figure 2a. However, when used together with the adaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategy, separation pain had a significant positive effect on post-
traumatic growth (B = 0.13, p = 0.009).

320 340
3.00 4 320 o
ﬁ 280 3,00 - Sep;qutiun
z . 280 Adaptive pain
g 260 & g - CERS
tb 2.40 ‘w260
g B0 Log™
g 22 o
2.20
g 200 -g A
= w200 Attact P ic
o 180 A i B achment to ost-traumatic
2 160 O o g o pet growth
, b . @ 160 4 .
‘g 140 Adaptive CERS » :‘j Adaptive CERS
E X A
B0 4 High 120 #A—High —— Sgnificant path
O Low ) O Low
100 1.00 *p<.05, ¥p<.0.01, *p<0.001.
Low High Low High
Attachment to pet Attachment to pet
(a) (b) (©)

Figure 2. Moderating effect of adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy (CERS). (a) Moderating
effect of adaptive CERS on the relationship between attachment to pet and post-traumatic growth
after pet loss; (b) Moderating effect of adaptive CERS on the relationship between attachment to pet
and separation pain after pet loss; (c) Research model with path coefficients.

Model 2 in Table 3 shows that the adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy
(B=—-0.78, p < 0.001) had a significant moderating effect on the relationship between pet
attachment and separation pain. The higher the adaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategy, the weaker the effect of attachment to pets on separation pain after pet loss. To help
understand the moderating effect, the moderating effect of the adaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategy is shown in Figure 2b. The result of the moderated mediating effect
analysis is presented in Figure 2c with path coefficients. The index of moderated mediation
of the indirect effect of attachment to pets on post-traumatic growth through separation
pain was significant at the 95% confidence level (Index = —0.10, 95% CI [-0.22, —0.02]).
The adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy was found to significantly control for
the indirect effect of attachment to pets.

Model 1 in Table 4 shows that the moderating effect of the maladaptive cognitive emo-
tion regulation strategy on the relationship between attachment to pets and post-traumatic
growth was statistically significant (B = —0.60, p < 0.001). The more the maladaptive
cognitive emotion regulation strategy was used, the weaker the effect of attachment to pets
on post-traumatic growth after pet loss. The moderating effect of the maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategy is shown in Figure 3a.

Model 2 in Table 4 shows that the maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy
had a significant moderating effect on the relationship between pet attachment and separa-
tion pain (B = 0.27, p = 0.002). The higher the maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategy, the stronger the effect of attachment to pets on separation pain after pet loss. The
moderating effect of the maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy is shown in
Figure 3b. The result of the moderated mediating effect analysis is presented in Figure 3c
with path coefficients. When used together with the maladaptive cognitive emotion regula-
tion strategy, separation pain had a significant negative effect on post-traumatic growth
(B=—0.18, p = 0.036).
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Figure 3. Moderating effect of a maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy (CERS). (a)
Moderating effect of a maladaptive CERS on the relationship between attachment to pet and post-
traumatic growth after pet loss; (b) Moderating effect of a maladaptive CERS on the relationship
between attachment to pet and separation pain after pet loss; (c) Research model with path coefficients.

The index of moderated mediation of the indirect effect of attachment to pets on
post-traumatic growth through separation pain was not significant at the 95% confidence
level (Index = —0.05, 95% CI [—0.12, 0.01]). The maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategy did not significantly control for the indirect effect of attachment to pets.

4. Discussion

This study examined a cognitive emotion regulation strategy that can protect the
mental health of caregivers from the loss of pets and pursue growth through the experience
of pet loss.

The stronger their attachment to their pet, the more pet owners experience intense
sadness and pain after pet loss, but they can also grow through the process of overcoming
this pain. In this study, it was found that the stronger the attachment to the pet, the greater
the growth after its loss. This process confirmed that the adaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategy strengthened the effect of attachment to pets on post-traumatic growth.
It has been reported that the adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy increases life
satisfaction by affecting it in the direction of giving or promoting meaning to life [36].
Cognitive strategies for companion animal caregivers to accept pet loss as they are, broaden
their perspectives, change their focus in a positive direction, and reevaluate the current
situation can boost post-traumatic growth. This process was similarly demonstrated in the
process of mourning for people. Based on previous studies on mourning, if we reconstruct
the meaning of death after experiencing the loss of a loved one or family member, we
can overcome the shock of loss and gain the strength to live a new life by adapting to the
present [37].

This study found that the stronger the attachment to pets, the higher the separation
pain felt after pet loss. If a person experiences too much separation pain due to the death of
one’s companion animal, one may not be able to adjust to daily life, and this may lead to a
threat to one’s mental health, such as depression. In general, 20% of people who have lost
a family member need professional help [38]. This is because the traumatic experience of
losing a family member is so powerful and complex that it poses a threat to the physical and
mental health of those left behind, and it can increase the risk of developing depression or
disease [39]. If a person has a strong attachment to a pet, they experience strong separation
pain, similar to losing their family, which may hinder new beginnings and growth. Due to
preoccupation with the thoughts and memories of the lost companion animal, it is difficult
to concentrate on other tasks, and there is a feeling that something important in life is
missing or that a part of oneself is lost [40]. Therefore, it is necessary to help prevent the
experience of losing a companion animal from interfering with an individual’s daily life
and growth through active intervention.
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The results of previous studies that cognitive emotion regulation strategies can effec-
tively control negative emotions, such as emotional pain caused by loss, partially support
the results of this study [41]. Adequate separation pain due to pet loss, along with adaptive
cognitive emotion regulation strategies, increase post-traumatic growth. However, con-
sidering the results of this study that maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
aggravate separation pain and that separation pain had a negative effect on post-traumatic
growth, it was confirmed that excessive separation pain was a factor inhibiting post-
traumatic growth. The maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategy consists of
rumination, self and other criticisms, and catastrophic factors. The act of repeatedly reflect-
ing on death, blaming oneself and others, and the catastrophic thought that everything
is over deepened the pain of separation and strongly hindered post-traumatic growth.
Therefore, although separation pain caused by pet loss cannot be completely eliminated,
post-traumatic growth can be expected if the positive cognitive and emotional regulation
strategy is adjusted so that the person does not experience excessive separation pain. We
can promote specific positive cognitive emotion regulation strategies through professional
counseling. In other words, the attitude of acceptance that accepts the current situation as
it is the starting point for solving all problems. When we experience painful events in our
lives, we can train ourselves to develop an attitude to accept them without avoiding them.
Furthermore, we can reduce the pain by shifting our focus to other tasks or enjoyable things
instead of what happened to us. Even though we have lost a pet, we need to improve our
skills to find and reevaluate positive factors, such as making ourselves recall how happy
our pets were to meet us. Although the death of a pet is the saddest thing at this point
in time, it actually trains us to expand our view that more difficult things can happen in
our lives. Furthermore, we can check to specifically plan and implement life after the loss
of a pet again. We can have the same kind of pet again, or we can try raising a different
kind of pet. In addition, there was a case in which subjective well-being was improved
through the method of observing and communicating with pets online [42]. Therefore,
you do not necessarily have to adopt a new pet. In this way, post-traumatic growth can
be promoted through the promotion of positive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
applicable to reality.

The death of a companion animal is accompanied by great suffering, similar to the
death of a family member, but efforts to cognitively accept these events, expand one’s
perspective, and focus on a positive direction help companion animal caregivers grow. As
a result of the qualitative analysis of the post-traumatic growth of people who experienced
pet loss, recognition of the appreciation of life, personal strength, and new possibilities were
high [43]. These results support the notion that positive cognitive-emotional regulation
strategies support post-traumatic growth. This study is meaningful in that it revealed
that the stronger the attachment to the pet, the stronger the experience of separation pain
caused by pet loss, but the intervention of a positive cognitive emotion regulation strategy
increased post-traumatic growth despite separation pain.

The limitations of this study and suggestions for follow-up studies are as follows.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, data were collected mainly from online club gatherings
that raise pets. Therefore, no survey was conducted among the elderly who were not
accustomed to using computers or smartphones. In the case of the elderly, they do not
live alone voluntarily, but live alone because their children have grown up and become
independent. Their experience of identifying the meaning of and relationship with pets
may be different than that of adults. In a follow-up study, we propose to conduct a study
on the experience of pet loss among the elderly. In addition, since the subject of the study
was the experience of pet loss, participants may have experienced pain in the process of
recalling their past experiences. Therefore, careful consideration is required when obtaining
information regarding the experience of loss and separation pain, and it is important to
conduct a survey while respecting the participant’s situation and emotions. However,
in the case of online surveys, there was a limit to paying direct attention to and being
more sensitive to the research participant’s feelings. In follow-up studies, it is necessary



Behav. Sci. 2022, 12, 291 10 of 11

to provide individual help so that research participants can participate in the study in a
comfortable state.

Despite the above limitations, this study is meaningful in that it presents a method for
healthy acceptance, growth, and maturity when obstacles in daily life occur through pet
loss experience. Based on the results of this study, it is expected that it will be possible to
provide practical help by preparing a pet loss pre-education program centered on cognitive
emotion regulation strategies for pet caregivers.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, H.J.P. and G.-C.J.; methodology, G.-C.].; software, G.-C.J.;
validation, G.-C.]J.; formal analysis, G.-C.J.; investigation, H.].P.; resources, H.].P.; data curation,
G.-C].; writing—original draft preparation, H.J.P.; writing—review and editing, G.-C.J.; visualization,
G.-C.J,; supervision, G.-C.J.; project administration, G.-C.J.; funding acquisition, H.].P. and G.-CJ. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This study received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Sahmyook University (IRB No.
SYU 2022-01-012-001, approved on 8 March 2022).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all the subjects involved in the study.
Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are not available elsewhere.

Acknowledgments: The authors would like to thank all the participants who generously gave their
time to fill out the questionnaires despite their grief due to pet loss.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Yim, H.S. The Advent of the Era of Pet Humanization. Global Industry Report. 2021. Available online: https://securities.
miraeasset.com/bbs/download /2088329.pdf?attachmentId=2088329 (accessed on 18 April 2022).

2. Hoffman, L.C,; Thibault, M.; Hong, J. Characterizing pet acquisition and retention during the COVID-19 pandemic. Vet. Sci. 2021,
8,781403. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3.  Statista. Number of Dogs and Cats Kept as Pets Worldwide in 2018. Mappr. Available online: https://www.mappr.co/thematic-
maps/world-pet-ownership/ (accessed on 23 April 2022).

4. MAFRA. Minimize Abandonment of Pets and Greatly Strengthen Rescue and Protection! Ministry of Agriculture, Food and
Rural Affairs. 2021. Available online: https:/ /www.mafra.go.kr/sn3hcv_v2022/skin/doc.html?fn=FB465D72-765C-1603-D81E-
CD667ADEOABD.hwpé&rs=/sn3hcv_v2022/atchmnfl /bbs/202204/ (accessed on 18 April 2022).

5. Fox, R.; Gee, N.R. Changing conceptions of care: Humanization of the companion animal-human relationship. Soc. Anim. 2016,
24,107-128. [CrossRef]

6.  McConnell, A.R;; Lloyd, E.P; Humphrey, B.T. We are family: Viewing pets as family members improves wellbeing. Anthrozods
2019, 32, 459-470. [CrossRef]

7. Wells, D. The effects of animals on human health and well-being. J. Soc. Issues 2009, 65, 523-543. [CrossRef]

8. Duvall, N.M. A longitudinal study of the relation between acquiring a dog and loneliness. Soc. Anim. 2017, 25, 319-340. [CrossRef]

9.  Branson, S.M.; Boss, L.; Cron, S.; Turner, D.C. Depression, loneliness, and pet attachment in homebound older adult cat and dog
owners. J. Mind Med. Sci. 2017, 4, 8. [CrossRef]

10. Rew, L. Friends and pets as companions: Strategies for coping with loneliness among homeless youth. J. Child Adolesc. Psychiatr.
Nurs. 2000, 13, 125-132. [CrossRef]

11.  Choobineh, H.; Rostami, R.; Mohamadi, A.; Bahonar, A.R; Shirani, D.; Safdari, R.; Ghalyanchi, A.; Nosratabadi, M. A study on
mental health status and personality traits of pet owners. Armaghan Danesh 2007, 12, 99-107.

12. Redmalm, D. Pet grief: When is non-human life grievable? Sociol. Rev. 2015, 63, 19-35. [CrossRef]

13.  Compitus, K. Traumatic pet loss and the integration of attachment-based animal assisted therapy. J. Psychother. Integr. 2019, 29,
119-131. [CrossRef]

14. Prigerson, H.G.; Horowitz, M.].; Jacobs, S.C.; Parkes, C.M.; Aslan, M.; Goodkin, K.; Raphael, B.; Marwit, S.J.; Wortman, C.;
Neimeyer, R.A ; et al. Prolonged grief disorder: Psychometric validation of criteria proposed for DSM-V and ICD-11. PLoS Med.
2009, 6, €1000121. [CrossRef]

15.  Field, N.P; Orsini, L.; Gavish, R.; Packman, W. Role of attachment in response to pet loss. Death Stud. 2009, 33, 334-355. [CrossRef]

16. Kelley, M.M.; Chan, K.T. Assessing the role of attachment to god, meaning, and religious coping as mediators in the grief
experience. Death Stud. 2012, 36, 199-227. [CrossRef]

17.  Rosenblatt, P.C. Parent Grief: Narratives of Loss and Relationship, 1st ed.; Routledge: London, UK, 2000.


https://securities.miraeasset.com/bbs/download/2088329.pdf?attachmentId=2088329
https://securities.miraeasset.com/bbs/download/2088329.pdf?attachmentId=2088329
http://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2021.781403
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34869749
https://www.mappr.co/thematic-maps/world-pet-ownership/
https://www.mappr.co/thematic-maps/world-pet-ownership/
https://www.mafra.go.kr/sn3hcv_v2022/skin/doc.html?fn=FB465D72-765C-1603-D81E-CD667ADE0ABD.hwp&rs=/sn3hcv_v2022/atchmnfl/bbs/202204/
https://www.mafra.go.kr/sn3hcv_v2022/skin/doc.html?fn=FB465D72-765C-1603-D81E-CD667ADE0ABD.hwp&rs=/sn3hcv_v2022/atchmnfl/bbs/202204/
http://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-12341397
http://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1621516
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2009.01612.x
http://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-12341449
http://doi.org/10.22543/7674.41.P3848
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6171.2000.tb00089.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.12226
http://doi.org/10.1037/int0000143
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000121
http://doi.org/10.1080/07481180802705783
http://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2011.553317

Behav. Sci. 2022, 12, 291 11 of 11

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.
38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Eun, HJ,; Lee, S.M.; Kim, T.H. The epidemiological study of posttraumatic stress disorder in an urban area. J. Korean Neuropsychiatr.
Assoc. 2001, 40, 581-591.

Tedeschi, R.G.; Calhoun, L.G. Posttraumatic growth: Conceptual foundations and empirical evidence. Psychol. Inq. 2009, 15, 1-18.
[CrossRef]

Shakespeare-Finch, J.; Gow, K.; Smith, S. Personality, coping and posttraumatic growth in emergency ambulance personnel.
Traumatology 2005, 11, 325-334. [CrossRef]

Garnefski, N.; Kraaij, V.; Schroevers, M.].; Somsen, G.A. Post-traumatic growth after a myocardial infarction: A matter of
personality, psychological health, or cognitive coping? J. Clin. Psychol. Med. Settings 2008, 15, 270. [CrossRef]

Garnefski, N.; Kraaij, V.; Spinhoven, P. Negative life events, cognitive emotion regulation and emotional problems. Pers. Individ.
Differ. 2001, 30, 1311-1327. [CrossRef]

Calhoun, L.G.; Cann, A.; Tedeschi, R.G.; McMillan, J. A correlational test of the relationship between posttraumatic growth,
religion, and cognitive processing. |. Trauma Stress 2005, 13, 521-527. [CrossRef]

Zilcha-Mano, S.; Mikulincer, M.; Shaver, PR. An attachment perspective on human-pet relationships: Conceptualization and
assessment of pet attachment orientations. J. Res. Pers. 2011, 45, 345-357. [CrossRef]

Kuak, T.H.; Yim, J.H. The effects of emotional awareness on the psychological well-being of adolescents: Cognitive emotion
regulation strategies as mediators. Korean J. Child Stud. 2019, 40, 13-24. [CrossRef]

Green, C.; Kangas, M.; Fairholm, I. Investigating the emotion regulation strategies implemented by adults grieving the death of a
pet in Australia and the UK. |. Loss Trauma 2018, 23, 484-501. [CrossRef]

Puechlong, C.; Weiss, K.; Vigouroux, S.; Charbonniera, E. Role of personality traits and cognitive emotion regulation strategies in
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder among flood victims. Int. J. Disaster Risk Reduct. 2020, 50, 101688. [CrossRef]

Jung, MLJ.; An, H.Y. Adult’s pet euthanasia experience and complicated grief: An exploratory study on the risk factors. Korean J.
Couns. 2020, 21, 269-289.

Johnson, T.P.; Garrity, T.F,; Stallones, L. Psychometric evaluation of the Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale (Laps). Anthrozods
1992, 5, 160-175. [CrossRef]

Chang, H.A. The concept and diagnosis of complicated grief. Korean . Psychol. 2009, 28, 303-317.

Prigerson, H.O.; Jacobs, S.C. Traumatic grief as a distinct disorder: A rationale, consensus criteria, and a preliminary empirical
test. In Handbook of Bereavement Research: Consequences, Coping, and Care; Stroebe, M.S., Hansson, R.O., Stroebe, W., Schut, H., Eds.;
American Psychological Association: Washington, DC, USA, 2001; pp. 613-645. [CrossRef]

An, H.Y,; Lee, N.B.; Joo, H.S. Validation of the cognitive emotion regulation questionnaire in a Korean population. Korean J. Couns.
2013, 14, 1773-1794. [CrossRef]

Seo, C.H.; Lee, S.K. A phenomenological study on posttraumatic growth process among suicide survivors who experienced
parental suicide in adolescence. Korean J. Fam. Soc. Work 2021, 68, 5-34. [CrossRef]

Tedeschi, R.G.; Calhoun, L.G. The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory: Measuring the positive legacy of trauma. J. Trauma Stress
1996, 9, 455-472. [CrossRef]

Hayes, A.F. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach; Guilford Press:
New York, NY, USA, 2013.

King, L.A.; Hicks, J.A.; Krull, J.L.; Del Gaiso, A.K. Positive affect and the experience of meaning in life. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2006,
90, 179-196. [CrossRef]

Neimeyer, R.A. Reconstructing meaning in bereavement. Riv. Psichiatr. 2011, 46, 332-336. [CrossRef]

Kissane, D. Family focused grief therapy: The role of the family in preventive and therapeutic bereavement care. Bereave. Care
2003, 22, 6-8. [CrossRef]

Ott, C.H.; Lueger, R. Patterns of change in mental health status during the first two years of spousal bereavement. Death Stud.
2002, 26, 387-411. [CrossRef]

Adrian, J.A.L.; Deliramich, A.N.; Frueh, B.H. Complicated grief and posttraumatic stress disorder in humans’ response to the
death of pets/animals. Bull. Menn. Clin. 2009, 73, 176-187. [CrossRef]

Sakakibara, R.; Kitahara, M. The relationship between Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ) and depression,
anxiety: Meta-Analysis. Jpn. J. Psychol. 2016, 87, 179-185. [CrossRef]

Zhou, Z.; Yin, D.; Gao, Q. Sense of Presence and Subjective Well-Being in Online Pet Watching: The Moderation Role of Loneliness
and Perceived Stress. Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 9093. [CrossRef]

Packman, W.; Bussolari, C.; Katz, R.; Camack, B.]J.; Field, N.P. Posttraumatic growth following the loss of a pet. Omega 2017, 75,
337-359. [CrossRef]


http://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1501_01
http://doi.org/10.1177/153476560501100410
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-008-9136-5
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(00)00113-6
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007745627077
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2011.04.001
http://doi.org/10.5723/kjcs.2019.40.2.13
http://doi.org/10.1080/15325024.2018.1478934
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2020.101688
http://doi.org/10.2752/089279392787011395
http://doi.org/10.1037/10436-026
http://doi.org/10.15703/kjc.14.3.201306.1773
http://doi.org/10.16975/kjfsw.68.1.1
http://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305
http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.1.179
http://doi.org/10.1708/1009.10982
http://doi.org/10.1080/02682620308657563
http://doi.org/10.1080/07481180290087375
http://doi.org/10.1521/bumc.2009.73.3.176
http://doi.org/10.4992/jjpsy.87.15302
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17239093
http://doi.org/10.1177/0030222816663411

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Procedure 
	Instrument 
	Attachment to Pet 
	Separation Pain 
	Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy 
	Post-Traumatic Growth 

	Data Analysis 

	Results 
	Descriptive Statistics of Research Variables 
	Difference between Separation Pain and Post-Traumatic Growth after Pet Loss According to General Characteristics 
	Mediated Moderating Effect of the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategy through Separation Pain 

	Discussion 
	References

