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ABSTRACT
This study examines the theory that companion animals may contribute positively to work-
related psychological health among rural Anglican parochial clergy serving in England, and
thus protect against burnout. Data provided by 621 clergy serving in rural ministry (25%
female and 75% male) found that 31% shared their home with at least one cat and 35% with
at least one dog. Participants completed the Francis Burnout Inventory and the short form of
the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised. After controlling for personal factors (age
and sex) and personality factors, neither cats nor dogs were significantly associated with
individual differences in scores on the burnout inventory.
Keywords: rural ministry; companion animals; burnout; personality; emotional exhaustion;

satisfaction in ministry
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There are well-established literatures exploring and documenting the correlates of companion
animals on a number of aspects of human flourishing, including social correlates, health-
related correlates, and psychological correlates. Early studies exploring the social benefits of
companion animals included work by Youmans and Yarrow (1971) who reported that healthy
older men apparently survived best if they had a variety of interesting and complex activities
to occupy their time and suggested that companion animals could provide such activities.
Arkow (1977) reported on the benefits in general of companion animals, and Brikel (1979),
Feldmann (1977), Levinson (1972), and Ryder (1973) reported that feelings of responsibility,
and feelings of being needed, were enhanced by companion animals. Feldman (1977)
suggested that companion animals helped to keep owner in touch with reality. In his review
of the ‘social significance of pet ownership’, Mugford (1980) suggested that companion
animals may provide a link with the natural world characteristic of life in former close-knit
rural communities, as well as providing for the interactional needs of people. According to
Mugford, companion animals add to people’s self-esteem, provide companionship, become
objects of attachment and love, provide emotional security, can be seen as child substitutes,
and can be of benefit in educating the young in basic biology and in teaching a sympathy for
the natural world.

Early studies exploring health-related benefits of companion animals included work
reported by Gunby (1978) who noted that a significantly higher proportion of people with
companion animals survived heart attacks, a difference that could not be explained by the
severity of the heart condition. Friedmann et al. (1980) observed that significantly more
people with companion animals were alive a year after being discharged from a coronary care
unit. Siegel (1990) found that companion animals, particularly dogs, could reduce the

demand for a doctor among the elderly. Allen, Blascovich, and Mendes (2002) documented
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the beneficial effect of companion animals on cardiovascular reactivity to psychological and
physical stress.

Early studies exploring psychological benefits of companion animals included work
in which companion animals were found to be associated with fewer episodes of depression
(Francis, Turner, & Johnson, 1985), to enable people to enjoy life more (Mugford &
M’Comisky, 1975), and generally to encourage higher levels of satisfaction and greater
happiness (Connell & Lago, 1984). Corson and Corson (1978) found that providing
companion animals to hospitalized geriatric patients reduced their loneliness, hopelessness,
and social isolation. Kidd and Feldmann (1981) also found that companion animals may be
psychologically advantageous to the elderly. Castelli, Hart, and Zasloff (2001) found that cats
were more effective than dogs in enhancing wellbeing among men with AIDS.

Ongoing research has generally strengthened the conclusion that companion animals
tend to promote human flourishing across various age groups and constituencies. For
example, Hughes et al. (2020) conducted a systemic review of studies concerned with the
effect of companion animals on the physical and mental health of adults aged sixty and over.
Of the 70 studies reviewed, 52 found positive contributions exerted by companion animals on
mental or physical health. In terms of mental health companion animals improved indices of
quality of life and attenuated symptoms of depression, anxiety, and cognitive impairment. In
terms of physical health, companion animals were associated with increases in physical
activity, and improvement in blood pressure.

Purewal et al. (2017) conducted a systematic review of studies concerned with the
effect of companion animals on child and adolescent development. The 22 studies reviewed
reported evidence for an association between companion animals and a wide range of
emotional health benefits, including better self-esteem and lower levels of loneliness,

although the effects on anxiety and depression were inconclusive. Studies also reported
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evidence for an association between companion animals and cognitive benefits, including
perspective taking and intellectual development; and for an association between companion
animals and social competencies, including social networks, social interaction, and social
play.

Brooks et al. (2018) undertook a systematic review of studies concerned with the
support derived from companion animals by people living with mental health problems. The
17 studies included in the review provided mixed findings. Quantitative studies demonstrated
positive, negative, and neutral impact. Qualitative studies pointed to ways in which
companion animals contributed to managing mental health conditions, particularly in times of
crisis. The negative aspects of companion animals included practical and emotional burden of
caring for them, and the detrimental impact of the death of companion animals on sustained
wellbeing.

Carr et al. (2020) drew data from the Health and Retirement study to examine the
impact of companion animals on the effect of spousal loss (through death or divorce) in later
life. The presence of a companion animal was associated with significantly lower increases in
depressive symptoms and significantly lower increases in reported loneliness.

In terms of physical health benefits recent studies have indicated that dog owners
spend more time outdoors engaging in exercise like walking (Christian et al., 2013). In turn
such activity is associated with better physical health parameters like lower body mass index
(Curl, Bibbo, & Johnson, 2017). Dog owners have also been found to have better
cardiovascular health markers like lower resting heart rate, lower blood pressure, lower
cholesterol, and a lower risk of death from cardiovascular problems (Kramer, Mehmood, &
Suen, 2019). Large-scale national surveys in Australia and Germany have shown that
individuals living with companion animals for at least five years recorded significantly fewer

visits to doctors than those without companion animals (Headey et al., 2002).
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In terms of coping with stress, Janssens et al. (2021) explored the effect of companion
animals as buffers against the impact of stress on positive and negative affect. A total of 159
dog and cat owners responded to a series of randomly scheduled questionnaires on their
smartphones. On each occasion they recorded whether their companion animal was present,
the extent of their interaction with the companion animal, stressful activities and events, and
their scores on the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Crawford & Henry,
2004). Their data demonstrated that the presence of a companion animal buffered against the
negative consequences of stress on positive affect.

Most recently many studies have reported the contribution of companion animals to
coping mechanisms during Covid-19, including work reported by Bennetts et al. (20223,
2022b), Lima, Mateus, and Silva (2022), Mueller et al. (2022), Olivia and Johnston (2021),
and Wells et al. (2022).

Companion animals and the clergy

Research exploring the connection between companion animals and work-related
psychological wellbeing was introduced to clergy studies by Francis, Turton, and Louden
(2007). In this study data were provided by a sample of 1,482 Catholic parochial clergy who
completed a modified form of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1986)
and the short-form Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised (Eysenck, Eysenck, & Barrett,
1989), together with a question about the presence of companion animals, differentiating
between cats and dogs. The results indicated that, contrary to expectation, no benefit accrued
from the presence of a cat, while the presence of a dog was associated with statistically
significant (but very small) increases in two aspects of professional burnout: higher scores on
the scale of emotional exhaustion and higher scores on the scale of depersonalisation.

The study reported by Francis, Turton, and Louden (2007) left unanswered the

question whether these findings were peculiar to the experience of Catholic parochial clergy
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or whether Catholic parochial clergy shared this experience in common with other groups of
clergy. An opportunity is offered to address this question in relation to Anglican parochial
clergy serving in rural areas by the reanalysis of data collected by Christine Brewster and
previously employed by Brewster (2012), Brewster, Francis, and Robbins (2011), and
Francis, Laycock, and Brewster (2015).

Method

Procedure

As part of a larger study concerned with assessing stress among Anglican clergy (Brewster,
2012), a detailed questionnaire was sent to clergy serving in rural ministry, excluding those
who were working in team ministries. A response rate of 47% generated 722 completed
questionnaires. The present analyses are based on a subset of 621 respondents to the survey
who were responsible for at least three rural churches and who provided full data on the
measures used.

Measures

Work-related psychological health was assessed by the two 11-item scales reported by
Francis, Kaldor, Robbins, and Castle (2005): the Scale of Emotional Exhaustion in Ministry
(SEEM) and the Satisfaction in Ministry Scale (SIMS). Participants were invited to rate each
of the 22 items on a five-point scale: agree strongly (5), agree (4), not certain (3), disagree
(2), and disagree strongly (1). Example items from SEEM include: ‘I feel drained in fulfilling
my functions here’, and ‘I am less patient with people here than I used to be’. Example items
from SIMS include: ‘I feel very positive about my ministry here’, and ‘I am really glad that I
entered the ministry’. The 11 items from the SEEM and the 11 items from the SIMS were
presented alternately and prefaced by the single description: ‘The following questions are
about how you feel working in your present congregation’. Scale properties have been

reported elsewhere in a study of over 6,000 clergy drawn from a range of denominations in
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Australia, New Zealand and England (Francis, Kaldor, Robbins and Castle, 2005), in which
both scales showed high internal consistency reliability.

Psychological factors were assessed by the short form of the Eysenck Personality
Questionnaire Revised developed by Eysenck, Eysenck, & Barrett (1985). This instrument
proposes three 12-item measures of extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism, together
with a 12-item lie scale. Participants were invited to rate each of the 48 items on a two-point
scale: no (0) and yes (1). Example items from the extraversion scale include: ‘Are you a
talkative person?’ and ‘Can you easily get some life into a rather dull party?’ Example items
from the neuroticism scale include: ‘Does your mood often go up and down?’ and ‘Are you a
worrier?’ Example items from the psychoticism scale include: ‘Do you prefer to go your own
way rather than act by the rules?” and ‘Do you enjoy co-operating with others?” Example
items from the lie scale include: ‘Have you ever blamed someone for doing something you
knew was really your fault?’ and ‘Have you ever taken advantage of someone?’

Personal factors were assessed by questions concerning biological sex, chronological
age, and marital status.

Companion animals. The presence of companion animals within the home was
assessed by a check list that distinguished between cats and dogs.

Participants

The sample of 621 Anglican clergy comprised 25% clergywomen and 75% clergymen; 4%
were in their thirties, 22% were in their forties, 43% were in their fifties, and 31% were aged
sixty or over; 8% were single; 31% shared their home with at least one cat, and 35% with at
least one dog.

Results and discussion

- insert table 1 about here -
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The first step in data analysis examined the psychometric properties of the two measures
employed in the study: the two scales of the Francis Burnout Inventory and the three scales of
the short form of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised. The data presented in table
1 demonstrate good internal consistency reliability for the Scale of Emotional Exhaustion in
Ministry (SEEM), the Satisfaction in Ministry Scale (SIMS), the Extraversion Scale and the
Neuroticism Scale, with alpha coefficients (Cronbach, 1951) in excess of .80. The
Psychoticism Scale performed less satisfactorily (a = .61), but in line with the acknowledged
problems in operationalising this dimension of personality (Francis, Philipchalk, & Brown,
1991).

- insert table 2 about here -

The second step in data analysis examined the bivariate correlations between scores
recorded on SEEM and SIMS and each of the predictor variables: personal factors (sex and
age), psychological factors (extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism), and companion
animals (cats and dogs). The data presented in table 2 demonstrate that, when considered
separately, personal factors and psychological factors play an important part in shaping
individual differences in both emotional exhaustion in ministry and satisfaction in ministry.
High levels of emotional exhaustion in ministry are associated with lower extraversion
scores, higher neuroticism scores, higher psychoticism scores, and younger clergy. These
findings are consistent with the general patterns reported in other studies (see Francis, 2018,
for a review). The bivariate correlations also suggest that, although there is no association
between dogs in the household and either emotional exhaustion in ministry or satisfaction in
ministry, cats in the household are associated with slightly lower levels of emotional
exhaustion in ministry and slightly higher levels of satisfaction in ministry. The effect of cats
in the household is significant only at the five percent level of probability and deserves more

rigorous testing within regression models.
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- insert table 3 about here -

The third step in data analysis now tests the effects of companion animals (in model
3), after taking into account the effects of personal factors (in model 1) and psychological
factors (in model 2). The data presented in table 3 (SEEM) and in table 4 (SIMS) comprises
two main features. The more important of these two features concerns assessing the
significance of the increase in the variance explained by the third model. In neither case has
adding companion animals into the model accounted for a significant increase in the variance
explained. The second feature concerns the significance of the beta weights. In this case the
impact of cats on satisfaction in ministry has dropped into insignificance, while the impact of
cats on emotional exhaustion just reaches the five percent level of probability. The prudent
conclusion from these data is that neither cats nor dogs exercise a significant impact on the
work-related psychological wellbeing or burnout experienced by rural Anglican parochial
clergy.
Conclusion
While the broader literatures on the effects of companion animals generally report positive
associations with psychological wellbeing, an earlier study by Francis, Turton, and Louden
(2007) found that among a sample of 1,482 Catholic parochial clergy, while no psychological
benefit accrued from having a cat in the household, having a dog in the household was
associated with statistically significant (but very small) increases in two aspects of
professional burnout as conceptualised and assessed by the Maslach Burnout Inventory
(emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation). The question left unanswered by this earlier
study was whether these findings were peculiar to the experience of Catholic parochial clergy

or whether Catholic parochial clergy shared this experience in common with other groups of

clergy.
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The present study was designed to address this unanswered question by undertaking
secondary analysis of data collected by Christine Brewster and previously employed by
Brewster (2012), Brewster, Francis, and Robbins (2011), and Francis, Laycock, and Brewster
(2015). These data comprised 621 Anglican clergy (25% female and 75% male) who were
serving in rural ministry. Among these clergy, 31% shared their home with at least one cat
and 35% with at least one dog. The major conclusion from these analyses is that neither cats
nor dogs were significantly associated with scores on the two scales of the Francis Burnout
Inventory, after controlling for personal factors (age and sex) and psychological factors
(extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism). Comparing these findings with the earlier
findings of Francis, Turton, and Louden (2007) raises two further questions. Why should
dogs have a negative impact on the psychological health of Catholic priests but not of
Anglican clergy? Why should companion animals (in the form of cats and dogs) fail to be
reflected in better psychological health among both Catholic priests and Anglican clergy?

Research in this field is still limited to just two independent studies (one among
Catholic priests and one among Anglican clergy). Further studies are needed among other
samples of Catholic priests, among other samples of Anglican clergy, and among other

groups of clergy to test the generalisability of these findings.
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Table 1
Scale properties
Alpha Mean SD
Francis Burnout Inventory
Scale of Emotional Exhaustion in Ministry .87 29.00 7.50
Satisfaction in Ministry Scale .88 40.80 5.94
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised
Extraversion .87 6.49 3.65
Neuroticism .83 4.94 3.28
Psychoticism .61 2.27 3.42

N =621
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Table 2

Bivariate correlations

19

SEEM SIMS

Personal factors

Sex -.07 .07

Age -19" 117
Psychological factors

Extraversion -.29" 28"

Neuroticism 55" -.33"

Psychoticism A1 -.30"7
Companion animals

Cats -.10° 09"

Dogs -.02 .06

Note: N =621, p<.05, “p<.01, “"p<.001
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Table 3

Regression model on Scale of Emotional Exhaustion in Ministry

20

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B p p

Personal factors

Sex -.07 -.04 -.04

Age -.19 -117 -117
Psychological factors

Extraversion -.18™ -.18™"

Neuroticism 517 517

Psychoticism 167 157
Companion animals

Cats -.07"

Dogs .01
A .014™ 3367 .005
R? 014 377 381

Note: “p<.05, “p<.01, "p<.001
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Table 4

Regression model on Satisfaction in Ministry Scale

21

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
p B B

Personal factors

Sex .07 03 03

Age 117 .05 .04
Psychological factors

Extraversion 227 22"

Neuroticism -3177 -317

Psychoticism -.33™ _ 30"
Companion animals

Cats 05

Dogs 03
A 017" 2517 004
R? 017 268 979

*kk

Note: “p<.01, ™"p<.001



