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ABSTRACT



This study examines books about the human and canine relationship.  Content analysis was used to investigate and reveal common themes found within memoirs that were written by dog owners about their adopted canine.  This study finds that there has been a notable change in family structure in contemporary American society in which individuals are adopting dogs to fulfill their sense of having a “family.”
A Dog’s New BFF:

A Content Analysis of Books about he Human and Canine Relationship


According to the Humane Society of the United States website (2008), 63% percent of people own one dog.   As dog ownership increases, research is also finding that the human and dog relationship has significantly changed over the past decade.  Dogs are becoming a part of the family structure by replacing human relationships.  According to the American Pet Association (2008), 36% of dog owners consider their dogs their best friend, 19% consider their dogs as children, and 12% of people consider their dogs to be a companion.  Furthermore, statistics from the American Pet Association (2008) also show that the reason for dog ownership is:  someone to play with (90%), companionship (83%), and someone to communicate with (57%).  


This social trend on the developing relationships between dogs and humans should not go unexamined.  Why are people creating canine companionship over human companionship?  Why are dogs replacing children in families?  Will the increased social role of dogs ultimately change the dynamic of family?  Does the type of adoption, adult rescue versus puppy, impact the quality of the human-canine relationship? The purpose of this study is to examine the changing relationship between humans and rescued adult canine companions through a qualitative content analysis of books describing the humans and canine relationship.
LITERATURE REVIEW

The previous literature related to the changing human-dog relationship covered in this section includes:  a history of human-animal relationships, a description of animal adoption, demographics of who is more likely to own a dog, and memoirs on human-canine relationships.
History of Human Animal Relationships

According to the website History World (2007), the shift of canines from wild animals and hunters to domesticated animals occurred about 12,000 years ago.  Archeologists discovered a jawbone in Iraq from this time period that resembled a wolf; however, it was smaller in structure and had smaller mature teeth.  Scholars speculated that at this point in time people had started to selectively breed canines.  History World (2007) notes that dogs were first viewed as status symbols and were bred for their color, size, length, and desired behavior, eventually leading to distinct selectivity for hunting purposes. Over time, the status of dogs continues to increase. According to the Encyclopedia Britannica website (2007), “In ancient Egypt, dogs were thought to possess godlike characteristics. They were pampered by their own servants, outfitted with jeweled collars, and fed the choicest diet. Only royalty was permitted to own purebred dogs.”
Humans eventually accepted canines into their homes as a protective resource.  Dogs would guard the home as their territory and sound the alarm for intruders or visitors alike.  According to the Encyclopedia Britannica website (2007), 

Dogs have played an important role in the history of human civilization and were among the first domesticated animals. They were important in hunter-gatherer societies as hunting allies and bodyguards against predators. When livestock were domesticated about 7,000 to 9,000 years ago, dogs served as herders and guardians of sheep, goats, and cattle. 
The history of the changing human-animal relationship has led to the development of organizations that have formed for the protection of animals, but first I will describe animal adoption by types of organization to help us understand the ways in which society serves desperate animals.
Animal Adoption by types of Organizations
According to Animal Shelter Organization website (2005), canine rescue shelter organizations developed in the, “1820’s in Britain when a number of philanthropists founded a society for the prevention and cruelty to animals,” in order to rescue canines. Furthermore, according to Animal Shelter Organization (2005), 
Animal rescue found its way to the United States in the 1860's, when a man named Henry Bergh founded the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, or ASPCA. Other rescue organizations soon followed and within the next three years there were anticruelty laws and rescue polices created in at least six different states. National organizations soon formed with the American Humane Association (AHA) in the 1870's, and the Humane Society of the United States in 1954.

However, these organizations did not have shelters on site for animals; they simply promoted teaching and awareness for the welfare of animals.  

Today, there are two types of organizations that shelter a canine that is eligible for adoption: No-Kill “Shelters” vs. “Pounds.”  Their owners may relinquish animals to a no kill shelter or rescue organization.  At other times, rescue organizations purposely seek highly adoptable canines in kill shelters within their areas.  Canines that are obtained by the rescue organization are guaranteed shelter until a permanent adoption can be arranged.  A pound, or a local animal care and control facility, is usually associated with the county that often houses a lost or loose canine who was captured. Pounds have limited resources and, thus, do not always provide the animals with adequate care other than to provide basic food, shelter, and water for a limited amount of time.  Pounds do not provide medical attention, vaccinations, spay/neutering, or other medical services a canine might need upon capture.

The capturing of the canine varies, but often dogs are captured as strays who are abandoned by previous owners.  Once a canine arrives at the pound, he/she is examined and scanned for identification tags or a microchip.  According to the City of South Bend’s Animal Care and Control website (2008), if an owner is not identified the canine becomes property of the city and is usually given from three to five days to be adopted.  Once the allotted time span passes, the dog will be evaluated for adoption or euthanized.  In some cases, canines with little time left before euthanization are rescued by a local rescue organization.

Typically, shelters and rescue groups treat animals for all medical problems once they enter into the shelter.  According to PetsConnect! Incorporated animal rescue website (2008), animals are brought up-to-date on vaccinations to prevent further disease and rabies, treated for heartworms or placed on heartworm preventatives, neutered/spayed, given an identification microchip as well as a leash and collar.  Canines may also be placed in behavioral, obedience, and agility classes to socialize the dog to other dogs, humans, to give the dog the required amount of exercise, and to make the dogs more adoptable.  Since these rescue shelters are often run by non-profit organizations, they often rely on volunteers, foster parents, donations, and veterinary clinics to perform services at cost.

When adopting a canine from a rescue organization, prospective adoptees complete an application for the canine, submit previous veterinary records of other pets inside the home, agree to a home inspection for dogs who require fenced yards or no small children, and require an adoption fee depending on the dog’s age, breed, and size.
Humane Society

Local humane societies also perform services for canines who enter their facilities.  Humane societies fall between that of rescue organizations and pounds in terms of services provided.  Canines can be obtained by capture as a stray, abandonment, or neglect.  An owner may also relinquish their rights of the canine to the human society.   The human society does provide medical attention and services to canines that enter the facility; however, these are preformed for canines who need them the most, and who are deemed the most adoptable.  Humane societies will often not spay or neuter a canine before adoption; however, they might refer the adoptive parents to veterinary clinics that can perform the procedure, and other medical needs at a discounted rate.


The adoption process for humane societies varies by shelter.  Most often they will require an application for the canine and a variable adoption fee.
Who is Likely to Own a Dog?
There are few studies showing the demographics of dog owners in the United States.  In 2007, market research for the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) found that there are 79 million pet dogs in the United States.  According to the American Veterinary Medical Association (1997), the states that were concentrated with the most dog ownership were West South Central America, Mountain Regions, and included West Virginia and Mississippi.  The highest rate of dog ownership, according to the AVMA (2008), was in Wyoming (47.9%), the lowest rate was found outside of Washington D.C. area (6.9%).  
There are few showing the average age of dog owners.  According to the AVMA (1997), middle- age parents had the highest rate of dog ownership (50.6%); they were also nearly five times more likely to own dogs than older singles (10.8%).  Based on further statistical research by the AVMA (2008), parents were 1.6 times more likely to own dogs than couples, and 2.7 times more likely to own dogs than singles.  The Social and Demographic Trends study by Pew Research reports more whites (64%) than blacks (30%) or Hispanics (39%) have a pet.  Research by the Humane Society of the United States website (2008) indicates that dog ownership does not vary by gender; dog owners are equally likely to be women or men.
No studies describe the social class of dog owners. However, according to the AVMA (2008), dog ownership increases as income increases; households with the highest income were 1.7 times more likely to own a dog.  Social and Demographic Trends by Pew Research (2008) find income is related to pet ownership; nearly seven-in-ten (69%) adults with an annual family income of $100,000 or more has a pet, compared with fewer than half (45%) of adults with an income below $30,000.  The average veterinary cost of a dog is approximately 300 dollars per year, which may make ownership more difficult for lower socio-economic classes.
Studies by the Humane Society of the United States website (2008) indicates that 49 percent of dog owners consider the dog as a family member.  As previously mentioned, evidence suggests that more families own dogs than singles.  The Humane Society of America finds that families with children are 33 percent more likely to own a dog.  No studies exist that identify the sexual orientation of dog owners. 

Finally, research from the Social and Demographic Trends by Pew Research indicates that rural residents (65%) are more likely than suburbanites (57%) or city folks (51%) to have a pet.

MEMOIRS ON HUMAN-PET RELATIONSHIPS
The relationships between people and their adopted canines have been examined in several memoirs.  In Mark Doty’s book (2007) Dog Years: A Memoir tells the story of a gay man who rescues a golden retriever from a shelter to help him through the grieving process of losing his partner who is dying from AIDS.  The author explores the meaning of his relationships with his dog and describes it as “boundless” and “unsayable” connection, especially during a time of great loss.  In Jay Kopelman’s book (2006) From Baghdad to America: Life Lessons from a Dog Named Lava explores the meaning of life and relationship during warfare.  A Marine on a seventeen-month tour in Baghdad, named the most dangerous city in the world, finds an abandoned puppy in a vacant building among bombed destruction.  Kopelman rescues the puppy against company policy, uses alternative veterinary medicine to keep the dog alive eventually taking him back to the United States to a “forever” home.  Both of these books profile adoptive dog owners with unique emotional attachments to their dogs.  

According to many other memoirs written by pet-owners, most humans describe their relationship and lifestyle with their adopted dog to be blissful.  Some explain the canine as there to rescue them.  The memoirs of pet owners express how these adopted canines served as an inspiration and positively impacted their lives during events such as fighting through cancer, new business endeavors, everyday life, motivation, depression, and even through war and devastation.  Many of these authors have described their canines as a life long friend, and an irreplaceable member of their families.  The relationship between dogs and humans has increasingly changed and are playing more significant roles in peoples lives.  This examination will investigate how memoirs by rescued dog owners are reshaping the family structure, but first I will describe how Mead’s theory helps us understand the symbolic nature of these human-canine relationships.
THEORY OF SELF

Throughout the course of time humans have interacted with nonhuman animals, but whether or not the nonhuman animals interact with humans and understands the concept of that relationship is debatable. Mead’s (1934) theory discusses how humans understand the social world.  This theory could be used to understand how nonhuman animals take on meaning in a cooperating relationship with a human.

In Mind, Self, and Society (1934), Mead states that humans understand the social world through their development.  For Mead, children assessed information about the social world through “games” and “play” and by taking on particular roles.  As children transition to adulthood, they perform in the “game” and take on roles of others. They know what is expected of them by understanding the social groups in the “game.”  
Mead’s theory of the “generalized other” occurs when the self arises and the individual takes on the attitude of internalization.  The generalized other takes place in active participation in the “game” or social group where active participation such as language and play occurs.  Meade’s theory gives two examples of his internalization: (1) the internalization of the attitudes of others toward one’s self and toward one another (i.e., internalization of the interpersonal process); and (2) the internalization of the attitudes of others "toward the various phases or aspects of the common social activity or set of social undertakings in which, as members of an organized society or social group, they are all engaged" (Mead 1934: 154-155).
Mead (1934) also distinguishes between the concept of “I” and “Me.”  He defines these concepts of the "me" is the social self, and the "I" is a response to the "me" (Mead 1934: 178). "The 'I' is the response of the organism to the attitudes of the others; the 'me' is the organized set of attitudes of others which one himself assumes" (Mead 1934: 175). Mead defines the "me" as "a conventional, habitual individual," and the "I" as the "novel reply" of the individual to the generalized other (Mead 1934: 197).  He views the “me” is defined as the one who plays the game of social interaction, whereas the “I” is its symbolic response.
A “significant symbol”, in Mead’s point of view, is expressed through communication.  Communication is defined as language, or verbal gesture.  Mead argues that communication is the understanding of language between at least two individuals.  When understanding of language occurs, it is ordered in this way: (1) an initiating gesture on the part of an individual; (2) a response to that gesture by a second individual; and (3) the result of the action initiated by the first gesture (Mead 1934: 76, 81).  Therefore, the “Mind” participates in the social process and uses significant symbols, which makes intelligence possible.
Mead theorizes that humans observe behaviors by others and thus come to understand what behaviors to perform in different settings. However, Mead believes that nonhumans cannot perform these socialized behaviors because they react solely on the basis of natural instinct.  This perspective can be a questioned in two ways.  First, do humans ever act on instinct?  Clearly, humans do strive to achieve basic needs, i.e. food, shelter, and water. This instinct for survival is perhaps most evident during a natural disaster.  Second, can nonhuman animals, such as dogs, understand and perform socialized behaviors in different settings?  Can dogs play in the “game”?  In contemporary American society, dogs have been trained to work in dedicated areas.  For example, working dogs entered in police training and work among human officers.  These nonhuman officers are given information to assess in order to solve various cases.  This is similar to human police officers that are given information to asses in order to solve various cases.  If nonhuman animals such as dogs can learn the “game,” take on a specific socialized role and understand the behavior expected in role play, then can nonhuman animals such as dogs can give meaning to their experiences?

Mead theorizes that nonhuman animals lack the intellectual ability to grasp meaning regarding a cooperating relationship with a human.  In other words, nonhuman animals cannot understand the meaning of symbols when assuming roles in co-interacting with humans.  Mead’s theory has been challenged by new studies on the human-animal relationship. For example, Sanders (1999) studied how nonhuman animals, such as dogs, develop social skills.  Animals also serve as a significant symbol of their human companion’s social identity.  
Previous studies (see Irvine 2004; Sanders 1999; Saucier 2001) found that dog owners construct a canine’s “social” identity because humans determine the meanings of symbols.  Since animals are emotional and responsive, they can react to their surroundings not only instinctively but also through behaviors that have been socialized by the owners.
 In, Mead’s (1907) view humans and nonhuman animals are not able to form meaningful relationships because nonhuman animals do not have a core sense of self.  They do not acquire a verbal language for communication; therefore, animals cannot understand their relation to humans.  However, Mead’s theory has been challenged in If You Tame Me (2004). Irvine (2004) states that despite the absence of language, an animal’s selfhood becomes apparent to humans during interaction and through the development and maintenance of relationships.  For example, in a case where an adult dog is adopted, the nonhuman animal does not trust the human.  Perhaps a dog will not trust a human due to previous experiences or mental images that they have retained.  The new owner, therefore, has to build trust with the dog.  Thus the shell of self-consciousness, or a sense of a core self, can be recognized in both humans and nonhumans. 

In conclusion, Mead (1934) proposes that nonhuman animals, such as dogs, “lack the ability to interact and understand the concept of a relationship with a human;”(p. 135); that animals are mindless, selfless, emotionless, and not able to assume particular roles. In the time period in which Mead was applying his findings to these theories, humans were not considerable to develop meaningful relationships with their nonhuman companions; there was not a discourse in obedience or professional training about nonhuman animals sense of self.  Rather, nonhuman animals were seen as form of property, investment, or protection.  My paper will expand upon Mead’s theory of self and the work of others to examine the changing human-dog relationship founded upon a new understanding of self.
METHODOLOGY


In order to examine how humans describe their relationships with their adopted canines, I conducted a content analysis of memoirs written by dog owners who adopted dogs.  A content analysis is “a technique in quantitative research analysis of message characteristics (Neuendorf 2002, p. 1).  


My sample population was drawn from a population of every book I could locate from an online search that was written by a dog owner.  Specifically, I searched on Amazon.com for books by owners about their adopted dogs.  The criteria for inclusion in the sample were that the books were: 1. written in English but the book could be from any country, 2. had an adult intended audience, and 3. could be any type of dog adoption.  A sample of 24 books written by dog owners about their adoptive dogs that fit the research criteria.

As time constraints did not allow for reading all 23 books, a random sample of 7 books was drawn (noted in Appendix A). The memoirs were analyzed using a coding sheet identifying themes within the texts.     
A strength of this type of research is that the coding of these books will allow themes to emerge, thus providing new insight about the human relationship with adopted canines.  One potential weakness of using a content analysis of memoirs was the substantial time needed to read the sample of books on adopted canines.  Thus, due to time constraints, the textual analysis does not include large data set.
FINDINGS

As shown in Table 1, the dates indicated below represent the year in which each memoir in the sample population sample was released.  The most frequent year in which the most memoirs in my population sample were published was in 2007at 34.8%.  The rates in which more people are writing their relationship with their canine are progressively increasing; between 2006-2008, 69.6% of the memoirs were released.   This indicates that humans are describing their bond with their adopted canines compared to a decade ago.
	Table 1:  Years in which Memoirs were Published
	(Frequency/Percentage)

	1997
	1                  4.33%

	1998
	1                  4.33%

	2000
	1                  4.33%

	2004
	2                  8.7%

	2005
	2                  8.7%

	2006
	4                17.4%

	2007
	8                34.8%

	2008
	4                17.4%

	Total (N):
	23               100%


Table 2 shows the type of adoption method the authors in the population sample used in order to obtain the dog.  The categories below indicate that there were four methods in which these people acquired their canine companions.  The most frequent theme of adoption was dogs found as strays (43.5%).  This was followed by a private adoption (26.1%), an adoption was arranged or transferred privately, without rescue organization, in which a canine was obtained.  
	Table 2: Type of Adoption
	(Frequency/Percentage)

	Stray
	10     43.5%

	Private Adoption
	6     26.1 %

	Shelter
	5     21.7%

	Rescue
	2     8.7%

	Total  (N):
	23     100%



As shown in Table 3, there were significantly more educated individuals who published their memoirs describing their relationship and lifestyle with their adopted canine companions.  A majority 56.52%, of the authors in my population sample were higher educated individuals that earned one or more degrees.  Surprisingly 30.43% of authors did not mention or indicate a degree status in their memoirs.
	Table 3:  Author’s Education Level
	 (Frequency/Percentage)

	College Degree or higher
	13     56.52%

	Did Not Mention
	7      30.43%

	No Degree
	3       13.04%

	Total (N):
	23      100%



From the sample of memoirs analyzed 96% of the authors held professional degrees, or high occupational positions.  The occupational status of memoir authors was: 9% military personnel, 9% attorneys, and 73% were other professionals including doctors, authors of other works of literature, poetry, columnists, artists, actors, and radio personalities.  None of these author’s were from working class occupations.

An overwhelming majority, (91%) of the memoirs’ authors within the sample suggests that they consider their adopted dog a member of their family.  The lifestyle changes that these adoptive dog owners embrace for the sake of their canine is tremendous.  Owners relocated their lives in order for the dog’s needs to be met; adoptive dog owners have moved from inner city to suburban and even to rural areas to assist the dog in experiencing a better life.  The most extreme example was a Lieutenant Colonel in the Marines fighting on the front lines in Baghdad who kept a puppy he had found, in an area with considered the most dangerous city on earth, for fifteen months.  His tour has since ended and the dog is now living in the United States.  In his memoir, Kopelman (2006: p.135) states, 
David will get Lava moved to Baghdad International Airport (BIAP) where he will link up with the Vohne Liche guys going home; Once he’s on the plane he’ll fly from BIAP to Chicago, Lava can be picked up by someone from the Vohne Liche staff or one of us.  We’ve come so close so many times.  This one seems like it’s as near as we’ve come to actually putting Lava on a plane and getting his little furry butt out of Iraq…I hope this is it!!!!

 A majority, 61% of the authors relocated to enhance the quality of life for their family, especially their adopted dog. 

Most adoptive owners (61%), seek out socialization methods for their rescued dogs including “play date” opportunities in dog parks, obedience and etiquette training, and even seek out opportunities where the dog can socialize with as many humans as possible. Other common socialization methods described included taking their canines on vacations with their families, shopping and even out to restaurants.  For example, in one case the author John Grogan takes his dog to an obedience school where after a few short lessons his dog is kicked out.  Grogan (2005; p. 63)

When the lesson was over, she asked if I could stay after for a minute. I waited with Marley as she patiently fielded questions from other students in the class. When the last one had left, she turned to me and, in a newly conciliatory voice, said, 'I think your dog is still a little young for structured obedience training.

A majority (83%) of the adopted dogs were described as an irreplaceable member of the family, and in most cases a lifelong friend.  The change in the lifestyle of these adoptive owners exemplifies the shift in the relationship between a human and an adopted dog.  The dog is increasingly an important member of the family.  When Mark Doty (2006; p.22) visits a shelter he describes the moment in which he first sees his new adopted dog, “This is the point where love, the very beginning of love, shades right out of languages grasp."  This is an example of the instinct and immediate bond the owner has with his new adopted adult canine.  Grogan (2005) shares the extreme bond that he and his dog, Marley, had shortly after his death, 
What I really wanted to say was how this animal had touched our souls and taught us some of the most important lessons of our lives.  A person can learn a lot from a dog, even a loopy one like ours.  Marley taught me about living each day with unbridled exuberance and joy, about seizing the moment and following your heart. He taught me to appreciate the simple things- a walk in the woods, a fresh snowfall, a nap in a shaft of winter sunlight. And as he grew old and achy, he taught me about optimism in the face of adversity. Mostly, he taught me about friendship and selflessness and, above all else, unwavering loyalty (Grogan, p. 279).
In the book by Mark Levin (2007), he describes the extreme depression he felt after the loss of his adopted dog Sprite, 
Through it all, he showed he showed us what was important in life.  Even at the end, when he could barely stand on his own, he was a bright light who brought sunshine into our lives.  I miss sprite sitting outside the door, waiting patiently for my radio show to finish I miss my late dinners with Sprite and Pepsi.  I miss the unmistakable pitter-patter of Sprite’s paws on the hardwood floor.  I miss his bark.   I miss our walks.  I miss the wagging of Sprite’s bobbed tail and his big smile.  I miss his joy when he greeted us or received a treat.  I miss holding him.  I miss everything about Spritey.  He became an indispensible member of our family.  Sprite touched my heart and opened my soul (Levin, p. 191-192).
DISCUSSION


Considerable change has occurred in the history of the relationship between humans and canines.  Canines once bred as hunters are becoming a valued family member.  This shift has increased in the past decade given the increasing number of memoirs devoted to the topic. The memoirs suggest commonalities among the authors including their individualistic lifestyle, their professional careers, and their attempts to create a “family” in which the dog has a significant social role.  


The increased individualism, “in which the style of life that individuals pursue in their own interest and place great importance on developing a personally rewarding life” (Cherlin 2008, p.6), suggested in these books demonstrate that people are setting aside the norm of having a family life by pursuing professional careers.  Only, 26% of the authors in the sample were married and had children.  The authors in the population sample did not have a family, or the flexibility to have a family, so the dog became family.  A majority (83 %) suggested that their dogs were part of the family or even like their own children.


In addition to revealing increased individualism, my research shows that 56% of individuals writing about their dogs had higher education and professional careers.  Career and educational opportunities often lead to increased mobility.  Mobility often separates individuals, in terms of distance, from their families of orientation for long periods of time. The opportunity for family interaction becomes difficult when an individual is prolonging marriage and children in order to obtain an education and career.  Finding alternative ways to have a have a family, such as adopting a dog, allowed these individuals the flexibility of an alternative family life and companionship.  


With individuals experiencing increased individualism, increased mobility, and prolonging marriage and family for more professional opportunities, adopting a dog fulfill their sense of having a family, and this is a noteworthy change in family structure in contemporary American society.  The sense of creating by adopting dogs symbolizes the change in human-dog relationships.  

This research suggests that the human-dog relationship will continue to develop in the future.  Dog owners will increasingly regard their adopted dogs more as children.  Media, especially animal based television, as pioneered the shift of making the dog apart of the family.  They tell stories of neglected and abused animals and promote dog ownership.  They show the needs of animals, just like any other human.  Animals are now represented as companions and children, and society is progressively more viewing it that way.
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