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ABSTRACT

In Malaysia, growing concerns about mental health have highlighted the importance of
psychological well-being among emerging adults. This developmental stage is often marked by
inter and intrapersonal challenges, making it essential to explore factors that support and enhance
their psychological well-being. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore the relationship
between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being among emerging
adults in Malaysia. A cross-sectional survey design was employed, using purposive sampling to
recruit 128 Malaysian emerging adults aged between 18 and 29 years. Data was collected
through an online self-administered questionnaire. The instruments used in the study were
Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS), Sense of Belonging Instrument —
Psychological (SOBI-P), and Brief 18-item Psychological Well-Being Scale. The findings
revealed that Malaysia emerging adults reported high levels of pet companionship, sense of
belonging, and psychological well-being. A statistically significant positive relationship among
the three variables. Meanwhile, both pet companionship and sense of belonging were strong
predictors of psychological well-being. These findings provided theoretical support for the
PERMA model from Seligman’s Well-Being Theory, also offer valuable insight for future study
by highlighting the need to develop inclusive and culturally appropriate mental health
interventions that incorporate both human-animal bonds and social affiliation strategies to
enhance the psychological well-being of emerging adults within the Malaysian context.
Keywords: Pet companionship, Sense of belonging, Psychological well-being, Malaysian
emerging adults, Seligman’s Well-Being Theory

Subject Area: BF575 Affection. Feeling. Emotion
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Background of Study

Emerging adulthood, defined as the period from approximately 18 to 29 years of age,
represents a unique and critical phase of human development (Arnett, 2000). It is marked by
significant transitions as individuals navigate their way through higher education, the early
stages of their careers, and the process of establishing independence. This stage is often
characterised by exploring identity, fluctuating social roles, and increased responsibilities (Wood
et al., 2018). While it is a time of potential growth and self-discovery, it can also bring
considerable psychological and emotional challenges due to the increase of uncertainty where the
fear of failure and self-doubt can be distressing for those who feel unprepared for these demands
(Martinez-Garcia et al., 2024). Life transitions are also viewed as stressors that place individuals
at risk for various mental health issues, as the pressure to adapt to rapidly changing environments
can heighten feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Praharso et al., 2017). Thus, the
transitional nature of this life stage along with the need to quickly adjust to new expectations,

often exacerbates these mental health challenges.

Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being refers to an individual's emotional stability, social health, and
psychological resilience contributes to overall life satisfaction and happiness, and is a critical
factor influencing overall mental health (Ruggeri et al., 2020). High psychological well-being
can help mitigate the effects of stress and promote a positive outlook on life, while low

psychological well-being is associated with higher risks of mental health issues such as



depression and anxiety. In Malaysia, mental health issues among emerging adults have become
an increasing concern. The Malaysian Youth Mental Health Index 2023 (MYMHI’23) reported a
rating of 71.9%, indicating a moderate and high risk for mental health issues among this
population (UNICEF, 2023). The index highlighted that the social support domain received the
lowest score at 68.3%, followed by the healthy mind domain at 66.1% and the surrounding
environment domain at 65.5&. These findings suggest that young people face unsupportive
social environments and lack adequate assistance from family members, significant others, and
mental health professionals especially in their transition of life. This deficiency can contribute to
increased feelings of loneliness and depression, ultimately affecting their psychological well-

being (Brandt et al., 2022).

Studies have consistently shown that depression, anxiety, and stress are strongly
correlated with reduced psychological well-being, which serves as a critical indicator of an
individual's overall mental health, encompassing aspects like emotional resilience, life
satisfaction, and effective stress management (Hoying et al., 2020). Local research has
highlighted that university and higher education students frequently experience significant
psychological challenges, with reported levels of psychological distress at 68.9%, anxiety at
72.7%, and depression at 60.6% (Suhaili et al., 2023). These findings indicate moderate to high
levels of mental health issues, particularly among first-semester students who are transitioning
from high school to university life (Auerbach et al., 2018). The sudden shift in academic
expectations, social environments, and newfound independence can make this transition period
especially stressful, exacerbating these mental health concerns (Worsley et al., 2021).
Furthermore, emerging adults who have recently graduated and are entering the labour market

report similar levels of distress, impacting their workplace well-being. The American Physiology



Summit (2023) highlighted that nearly 50% of graduate students experience symptoms of
depression, anxiety, and burnout during their training. This is often driven by societal pressures,
work-life conflicts, and challenging work environments, ultimately leading to job dissatisfaction
(Rony et al., 2023). The rates of these issues are reported to be six times higher among graduate
students than in the general population (Gopika et al., 2023). Hence, the complex combination of
these stressors can gradually weaken their psychological resilience, making emerging adults
more vulnerable to emotional exhaustion thereby severely undermining their psychological well-

being.

Sense of Belonging

The sense of belonging refers to a fundamental human need to feel connected, accepted,
and actively involved within a community, playing a vital role in maintaining interpersonal
relationships and emotional well-being (Hagerty et al., 1992). Humans possess an inherent drive
to form and sustain positive relationships with significant others, and when this need is unmet, it
can lead to feelings of alienation, loneliness, and dissatisfaction with life (Mellor et al., 2008).
For emerging adults, the sense of belonging is especially crucial as they navigate new social
environments, such as universities or workplaces. These transitions can be particularly
challenging, often triggering feelings of isolation and disconnection as they seek to establish
their place and feel valued in their new surroundings (Evans et al., 2022). The research
underscores the importance of belonging, revealing that a strong sense of connection can
significantly reduce the likelihood of student dropouts, as it helps students build the motivation
and confidence needed to overcome adversities (Crawford et al., 2023). Local research has also

explored the sense of belonging among university students and professionals. For instance, a



study on medical students at a public university revealed that a strong sense of belonging
significantly contributed to their resilience, enabling them to navigate the challenges of a
demanding academic environment (Ali et al., 2018). Similarly, in the workplace, Malaysian
nurses were found to experience an enhanced sense of belonging correlated with their length of

service (Mohamed et al., 2013).

Furthermore, ICD-11 defined burnout as an occupational-related syndrome resulting from
chronic stress with feelings of exclusion and psychological distance from one's organisation
where this sense of not belonging (SoNB) in the workplace can profoundly impact an
individual's mental health (World Health Organization, 2022; Waller, 2020). Interestingly, not
everyone who encounters significant stressors develops psychological issues. The stress-
buffering hypothesis underscores the pivotal role of social support in safeguarding psychological
well-being where a strong sense of belonging serves as a crucial protective factor, enhancing
emotional and psychological resilience during difficult times by boosting self-esteem and
mitigating the risks of anxiety and depression (Guo et al., 2024). Therefore, fostering a sense of
belonging is essential in supporting the mental health of emerging adults as they navigate the

complexities of this transitional life stage.

Pet Companionship

Pet companionship refers to the bond between humans and their pets, often extending
beyond simple ownership to become a meaningful source of comfort and support (Beck &
Katcher, 1996). For many, pets are viewed as more than just animals; they are trusted
companions that provide unconditional love and loyalty. Research has consistently demonstrated

that pets can have a positive impact on one's mental health by promoting happiness and



contentment (McConnell et al, 2011). This companionship perceived as an ideal social support
similar to friends is especially significant for individuals who may lack consistent social support
or are undergoing periods of high stress which can foster a sense of purpose that is non-
judgmental (Allen et al., 2001). In particular, pet companionship has significant implications for
the psychological well-being of emerging adults who are navigating the complexities of life
transitions where this life stage is often marked by heightened levels of stress, uncertainty, and
social isolation, making the supportive presence of a pet highly valuable. Studies indicate that
emerging adults with pets often exhibit better psychological well-being, lower levels of anxiety
and depression, and greater life satisfaction than their peers without pets (Sarkar et al., 2022).
Positive interaction with pets, such as petting or playing, has been shown to increase the release
of oxytocin, a hormone that fosters a sense of being loved which can create a soothing effect that
enhances coping abilities during stressful times (Beetz et al., 2012). Evidence suggests that pet
owners often report greater levels of psychological well-being, coping self-efficacy, and positive

emotions compared to non-pet owners (Grajfoner et al., 2021).

The advantages of pet ownership are further supported by data from the Standard
Insights' Consumer Report Malaysia 2023, which highlights that 51.1% of Malaysians own pets,
with 26.4% owning multiple pets. Cats are the most commonly owned pet (77.7%), followed by
dogs (14.9%) and tropical fish (13.2%). This statistic is expected to exceed 70% soon as societal
stress levels rise. The preference for cats and dogs underscores their role in providing emotional
support and interactive companionship. This growing trend reflects an increasing recognition of
pets as essential contributors to emotional well-being and informal mental health support among

Malaysians (Phang et al., 2023; Grajfoner et al., 2021).



In summary, this study focuses on the relationship between pet companionship, sense of
belonging, and psychological well-being among emerging adults. Given the transitional
challenges that this group faces, such as changes in social environments and heightened stress
levels, understanding these protective factors is vital because this developmental stage is marked
by rapid personal and social transformations that can have long-term effects on mental health
(Kaligis et al., 2021). Thus, the study aims to explore how pet companionship and sense of
belonging contribute to better emotional resilience, potentially serving as predictors of overall
psychological well-being. The insights from this research could benefit mental health
professionals by highlighting non-traditional support mechanisms to address the unique needs of
emerging adults to create alternative support systems that enhance well-being among this

population.

Problem Statement

In collectivist societies like Malaysia, where strong social bonds and interpersonal
relationships are deeply embedded in cultural values, social connections are traditionally viewed
as essential to fostering a sense of belonging and eventually enhancing psychological well-being
(Nosheen et al., 2017). Individuals are encouraged to rely on family, friends, and communities as
their primary sources of emotional support. However, with increasing socioeconomic changes
and growing pressures, many emerging adults face social isolation and difficulties in maintaining
traditional social connections especially in this fast-paced environment, leading to a shift towards
exploring alternative ways to improve well-being (Moore et al., 2023). Emerging adults in
Malaysia are increasingly facing psychological well-being challenges due to transitional life
phases, such as academic, career, and social pressures. The shift from traditional social

connections to alternative sources of emotional support highlights the need to explore new



pathways, such as pet companionship and fostering a sense of belonging, to enhance

psychological well-being in this demographic.

This context opens the door to considering non-traditional forms of support, such as pet
companionship, as potential supplements to fostering a sense of belonging. Pet companionship is
chosen not only for its unique ability to provide unconditional emotional support and reduce
loneliness which leads to overall positive well-being (Gilbey & Tani, 2020), but also because the
rising rate of pet ownership makes it an increasingly accessible resource (Standard Insights'
Consumer Report Malaysia, 2023). The growing preference for pets reflects their role as
informal yet effective sources of emotional resilience and well-being. Traditional support
systems, such as family, friends, and community networks, often struggle to meet the demands of
modern life. In today's fast-paced and digitally-driven world, human connections are increasingly
affected by time limitations and geographical distances, leading to a reliance on virtual
interactions (Drucker & Gumpert, 2012). Theoretically, digital connectivity enhances the sense
of belonging (Marlowe et al., 2016; Matthew, 2022), local studies among Malaysian university
students reveal a negative relationship between frequent social media use and a sense of
belonging, with loneliness rates remaining highest among emerging adults (Mohamed et al.,
2023; Abd et al., 2024). This suggests that the superficial nature of online interactions fails to
provide the depth and reliability of traditional social support, leaving individuals feeling isolated
and disconnected. In contrast, pets offer consistent companionship and a tangible emotional
connection that overcomes these limitations, providing a stable source of comfort and belonging

in the face of modern societal challenges (Martens et al., 2016; Lin, 2022).

Although pet companionship is often associated with reduced stress and enhanced well-

being, research findings are inconsistent. For instance, some researchers found no significant



difference in life satisfaction and overall well-being between pet owners and non-pet owners
(Maran et al., 2022; Roux & Wright, 2022), and reported a non-significant relationship between
attachment to pets and social support, suggesting that pets may not serve as a substitute for
human connections in fostering emotional support (Smolkovic et al., 2012; Winefield et al.,
2008). Furthermore, other studies have pointed out potential negative consequences, noting that
the closer the relationship with a pet, the higher the likelihood of it leading to mental health
issues (Mhaistir, 2013). Conversely, several studies have found that pet owners scored
significantly higher on life satisfaction and happiness compared to non-pet owners, highlighting
the positive impact of pet companionship on well-being (McConnell et al., 2011; Kanat-Maymon
et al., 2016; Matijczak et al., 2020). These conflicting findings underscore the complexity of the
relationship between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being,
suggesting the need for further research to better understand the conditions under which pets may

influence mental health outcomes.

Moreover, much of the existing research on the psychological benefits of pet
companionship has primarily focused on the elderly, vulnerable groups, or minority populations
such as LGBTQ+ individuals and those with disabilities, leaving a gap in studies targeting
emerging adults (Genieve et al., 2019; Schmitz et al., 2021; Carlisle & Craven, n.d.). This is a
population facing a crisis in psychological well-being, with nearly half of emerging adults
worldwide experiencing elevated stress and symptoms of depression, making them the age group
most affected by poor mental health (King, 2023). According to Meta Gallup’s Global State of
Social Connections (2023), emerging adults have been identified as "the loneliest group,"
experiencing higher levels of loneliness compared to older adults and standing out as the most

isolated demographic. While 77% of Malaysians reported feeling fair to be very connected with



others, emerging adults remain the largest contributors to feelings of loneliness. Specifically,
15% of this group reported moderate to severe loneliness, alongside sentiments of lacking
companionship and exclusion from society. Given these challenges, it is essential to prioritize the
unique struggles of emerging adults and explore whether pet companionship can provide
significant psychological benefits during this crucial developmental stage, particularly as this

group frequently faces social isolation and a diminished sense of belonging.

Furthermore, a strong sense of belonging is often linked to increased social activity and
improved psychological well-being, research findings on this relationship are not universally
consistent (Pardede & Kovac, 2023). For some individuals, the pursuit of belonging can lead to
self-doubt, anxiety, and feelings of exclusion, particularly when they face challenges in forming
or maintaining meaningful social bonds (Wirth et al., 2016). People who tend to excessive social
engagement typically linked to greater connection, can sometimes result in negative outcomes
such as social comparison, fear of negative evaluation, and heightened stress, which ultimately
undermine psychological well-being (Leary et al., 2006). Hence, it highlights the complexity of
the connection between belonging and well-being, emphasising the need for further research to

understand the conditions under this relationship.

In conclusion, emerging adults in Malaysia are navigating significant life transitions,
which often lead to challenges in maintaining psychological well-being. Traditional support
systems such as family and community networks becoming increasingly strained which leads to
many young adults experiencing isolation and a lack of emotional support. Pet companionship
has emerged as a potential informal support system, offering benefits like companionship, stress
relief, and emotional comfort. Despite its growing relevance, the role of pet companionship,

alongside a sense of belonging, in influencing psychological well-being among Malaysian
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emerging adults remains underexplored. This study seeks to address this gap by examining these
relationships, and providing insights that could inform culturally relevant strategies to enhance

mental health outcomes in this demographic.

Significance of Study

In the Malaysian context, where mental health challenges are becoming increasingly
prevalent, it is crucial to understand the relationship between sense of belonging, pet
companionship, and psychological well-being. Mental illnesses were projected to become the
second most significant health concern after heart disease by 2020 in Malaysia, significantly
affecting individuals' quality of life and daily functioning (Hassan et al., 2018). Despite the rise
in mental health issues, emerging adults often hesitate to seek help through traditional coping
mechanisms due to social stigma (Berry et al., 2019). This reluctance is further compounded by
Malaysia’s collectivist culture, which emphasises social harmony and can inadvertently
discourage open emotional expression and help-seeking behaviours, thereby exacerbating mental
health concerns (Syasya et al., 2023). Given these cultural and social dynamics, there is a
growing need to explore alternative, informal sources of emotional support. Pet companionship,
as a more accessible and less stigmatised form of support, may serve as an effective informal
intervention to enhance emotional well-being and foster a sense of belonging (Wood et al.,
2015). By investigating this potential, the study aims to contribute to a broader range of
strategies for promoting psychological well-being, offering valuable insights not only for mental
health practitioners but also for emerging adults themselves. This is especially relevant in a
multicultural and collectivist society like Malaysia, where conventional methods of support may

not be fully effective or widely embraced due to cultural and social barriers.



11

This study represents a foundational step toward exploring the effectiveness of pet
companionship as an informal intervention, with the potential to inform the development of a
holistic approach to Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) within Malaysia. By examining its impact
on the psychological well-being of emerging adults, the findings could pave the way for broader
AAT implementation in diverse contexts. While AAT has been widely adopted in Western
countries, demonstrating positive outcomes in reducing stress, anxiety, and pain in various
contexts such as nursing homes, prisons, and schools (Friesen, 2009; Allison & Ramaswamy,
2016). In educational environments, Therapet, a program under AAT has proven effective in
providing comfort and reducing distress among university students, particularly before
examinations (Quintana et al., 2019). Additionally, it has shown significant benefits for children,
including enhanced self-control, improved interpersonal skills, and increased confidence through
programs like READ, where children read to canine animals in a non-judgmental setting
(Amanda et al., 2016; Booten, 2024; Lane & Zavada, 2013). In counselling settings, the presence
of animals fosters a safe, warm, and less threatening environment, helping clients to feel more
comfortable expressing their feelings and managing their emotions (Hartwig, 2017). This
supportive atmosphere is especially beneficial in building rapport with reserved clients, and

assisting them in overcoming anxiety related to therapy sessions (Fine, 2010).

However, AAT remains underdeveloped and relatively inactive in Malaysia, struggling to
gain social acceptance since its introduction in 2007 (Dzul, 2018). This study aims to assess
whether pet companionship can act as a non-traditional form of emotional support and provide
insights to foster the acceptance and integration of AAT in Malaysia. These insights could guide
policymakers in allocating resources for AAT programs and support its inclusion in mental

health and educational services.
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Research Objectives

1. To examine the level of pet companionship among emerging adults in Malaysia.

2. To examine the level of sense of belonging among emerging adults in Malaysia.

3. To examine the level of psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

4. To identify the relationship between pet companionship and sense of belonging among
emerging adults in Malaysia.

5. To identify the relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-being
among emerging adults in Malaysia.

6. To identify the relationship between sense of belonging and psychological well-being
among emerging adults in Malaysia.

7. To examine the role of pet companionship in predicting psychological well-being among
emerging adults in Malaysia.

8. To examine the role of sense of belonging in predicting psychological well-being among

emerging adults in Malaysia.

Research Questions

1. What is the level of pet companionship among emerging adults in Malaysia?

2. What is the level of sense of belonging among emerging adults in Malaysia?

3. What is the level of psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia?

4. What is the relationship between pet companionship and sense of belonging among
emerging adults in Malaysia?

5. What is the relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-being among

emerging adults in Malaysia?
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6. What is the relationship between sense of belonging and psychological well-being among
emerging adults in Malaysia?

7. Does pet companionship predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in
Malaysia?

8. Does sense of belonging predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in

Malaysia?

Research Hypotheses

H1a: There is a significant relationship between pet companionship and a sense of belonging
among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Hip: There is a significant relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-being
among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Hic: There is a significant relationship between a sense of belonging and psychological well-
being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

H2a: Pet companionship is able to predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in
Malaysia.

Hab: Sense of belonging is able to predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in

Malaysia.

Conceptual Definition

Pet Companionship

The Human Animal Bond Research Institute (HABRI) defines pet companionship as the

emotional bond, relationship, and enjoyment that individuals develop with their pets, which can
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provide feelings of unconditional love, support, and a sense of connection (HABRI Research,
n.d.). In the current study, pet companionship is viewed as a psychological factor that manifests
in varying degrees, influencing an individual's psychological well-being by reducing stressors,

thereby serving as a potential source of informal emotional support for individuals (Bi, 2024).

Sense of Belonging

Baumeister and Leary (1995) define a sense of belonging as an individual's perception of
being accepted, valued, and included within a group or social setting. In the current study, a
sense of belonging is conceptualised as a social factor that influences psychological well-being.
It manifests in both high and low levels, which affect an individual's perceived support and
willingness to engage in social interactions, ultimately impacting their psychology (Acoba,

2024).

Psychological Well-Being

According to Ryff (1989), psychological well-being encompasses an individual's positive
mental state, characterised by life satisfaction, personal growth, and the ability to cope with life’s
challenges. In the current study, psychological well-being is considered a multidimensional
construct that reflects both emotional and functional aspects of mental health, manifesting
through factors such as the feeling of connection, purpose in life, and healthy social
relationships. It serves as a critical measure of individuals' overall mental health and their

capacity to lead fulfilling lives (Gautam et al., 2024).
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Operational Definition

Pet Companionship

In this study, pet companionship will be measured using the Comfort from Companion
Animals Scale (CCAS). This scale is designed to assess the level of comfort and emotional
support individuals derive from their interactions with pets (Zasloff, 1996). The CCAS consists
of 11 items that evaluate how pets provide emotional reassurance, reduce stress, and offer a
sense of security to their owners. Higher scores on the CCAS indicate a greater sense of comfort

and emotional well-being experienced through pet companionship.

Sense of Belonging

Sense of belonging will be measured using the Sense of Belonging Instrument -
Psychological (SOBI - P), which consists of 18 items assessing individuals' perceptions of being
accepted, valued, and included within a social group (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). Scores from
this scale will reflect individuals' perceived sense of belonging, with higher scores indicating a

stronger sense of inclusion.

Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being will be measured using the Brief 18-item Psychological Well-
Being Scale. This scale includes 18 items assessing key components of psychological
functioning, including autonomy, self-acceptance, personal growth, and purpose in life (Ryff,
1995). There are 10 negative items on the scale including items 1,2,3,8,9,11,112,13,17,18. The
total score will represent an individual's overall mental well-being, with higher scores indicating

better psychological functioning and higher levels of well-being.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

This chapter reviews the literature on pet companionship, sense of belonging, and
psychological well-being, focusing on their interconnections and impact on mental health among
emerging adults. It explores pet companionship as emotional support, the role of belonging in
fostering resilience, and dimensions of psychological well-being. Highlighting research gaps,
especially within the Malaysian context, this chapter establishes the theoretical and conceptual

framework guiding this study.

Pet Companionship

Pet companionship refers to the emotional and social connections humans establish with
their pets, extending beyond traditional roles like protection or labor (Walsh, 2009). These
relationships vary across different species, which researchers have categorized into three
functional groups based on their interactions with humans. Category 1 includes animals like
tropical fish and amphibians, offering emotional benefits with minimal bonding (Pongracz &
Dobos, 2023). Category 2 encompasses pets like rabbits and birds, providing companionship
through entertainment and mutually rewarding interactions (Hunjan & Reddy, 2020). Category 3,
"true™ companion animals such as cats and dogs, are highly sociable and capable of forming
strong bonds with humans, making them ideal for meaningful companionship (Sen Majumder et

al., 2016).

A cross-species personality research by Cavanaugh et al. (2008) highlights that a dog’s
personality traits, such as openness and agreeableness, play a significant role in enhancing
owners' relationship satisfaction and shaping their social connections. The closeness and

companionship offered by human-pet relationships also help address unmet emotional needs,
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ultimately supporting the owner’s overall well-being. Despite dogs and cats differing in species
and characteristics, other studies have shown that both provide comparable emotional support
and interaction (Franck et al., 2022). However, key differences lie in perceived costs, with cats
generally considered less expensive and requiring less responsibility than dogs (Gonzalez-

Ramirez & Landero-Herndndez, 2021; Meyer & Forkman, 2014).

A mixed-method study by Clements et al. (2021) examined the impact of ornamental
fish, small mammals, and exotic pets on young adults' loneliness during the COVID-19
pandemic. Quantitative results revealed that participants reported moderate to highly positive
effects on their well-being, with fewer than 2% reporting negative effects. Qualitative findings
from semi-structured interviews further supported these outcomes, with participants expressing
statements such as “I have never been alone” and “It helps me maintain a normal routine.” Over
half of the interviewees mentioned that caring for their pets provided a sense of purpose and
responsibility (Freedman et al., 2020), helping them navigate the challenges of the pandemic.
Similarly, studies among older adults emphasize that being a pet guardian fosters a sense of
purpose and achievement. This role contributes to feelings of happiness, social inclusion through
pet-related activities, and a meaningful life purpose through the commitment involved in caring

for their pets (Genieve et al., 2019).

Moreover, semi-structured interviews conducted in the UK among emerging adults who
own pet dogs or cats revealed overwhelmingly positive perceptions of the mental health benefits
provided by their pets. Participants described their pets as "dopamine boosters," "mood
stabilizers," and sources of "consistent companionship,” all of which significantly contributed to

improving their mental health (Hawkins et al., 2024). Additionally, pet ownership among
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emerging adults has been linked to a higher likelihood of developing empathetic behaviors and

contributing positively to social welfare (Khalid & Nagvi, 2016).

In conclusion, existing literature demonstrates the significant emotional, social, and
psychological benefits of pet companionship across various species, highlighting its potential to
enhance well-being by addressing loneliness, fostering a sense of purpose, and providing
emotional support. While much research has concentrated on specific groups, such as older
adults, emerging adults in Western countries, or unique situations like the COVID-19 pandemic,
studies on the role of pet companionship among local emerging adults remain limited. The only
study involving this population in the context was conducted by Seah and Aini (2023), which
explored pet companionship and different forms of human support. Thus, understanding the
relationship and the level of pet companionship can provide valuable insights into how pet
companionship contributes to mental health and inform strategies for leveraging this bond to

promote overall well-being in this demographic.

Sense of Belonging

Sense of belonging refers to the emotional experience of being an accepted member of a
group, community, or society (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It encompasses feeling connected,
valued, and integral to others, contributing to one's identity and self-worth. Common indicators
of a sense of belonging include the quality and frequency of social interactions, perceived
support, mutual respect, and shared goals or values (Ahn & Davis, 2020). Emotional warmth,
comfort, and security are also key indicators, as individuals often feel safe and supported in

environments where they experience a strong sense of belonging (Chowdhury & Rahman, 2022).
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In educational and workplace settings, a sense of belonging enhances motivation (Cox et
al., 2021), performance (Edwards et al., 2021), and satisfaction (Fan et al., 2020). Studies have
shown that workplace belongingness often manifests in various dimensions, including pride,
competency in providing the best performance, and obedience to rules (Dewi et al., 2020). When
employees feel connected to their organization and colleagues, they are more likely to engage in
behaviors that align with the company's values and objectives, leading to increased productivity
and job satisfaction. Additionally, employees who experience a strong sense of belonging report
lower levels of stress and burnout, as they feel supported and valued within their work
environment (Shuck et al., 2017). The mixed-method study further explored the relationship
between autonomy, competence, and relatedness with burnout tendencies, results revealed that
students who reported lower levels of relatedness were more likely to exhibit burnout indicators
(Puranitee et al., 2022). This suggests that when the environment fails to meet students' basic
psychological needs, particularly relatedness and engagement, they are more likely to experience
burnout and disengagement (Benlahcene et al., 2020). Similarly, Yu et al. (2018) in Malaysia
found that undergraduate students who had a stronger sense of belonging reported higher levels
of agentic engagement and novelty satisfaction. These factors were positively associated with

greater overall motivation and a higher willingness to contribute to classroom activities.

Socially, individuals with a strong sense of belonging tend to exhibit better interpersonal
relationships (Drolet et al., 2013) and higher levels of community engagement (Beckett et al.,
2022), contributing to a greater overall quality of life and a healthier societal environment. This
sense of connection not only strengthens personal bonds but also encourages prosocial behaviors
such as cooperation, empathy, and support for others (Klein, 2016). Studies have shown that

individuals with a strong sense of belonging often adopt a mindset of "I belong, therefore | give,"
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which fosters a sense of responsibility and commitment to the community. This mindset leads
them to act in ways that benefit both themselves and others (Drezner & Pizmony-Levy, 2020).
These individuals are more likely to engage in positive community actions and contribute to
social well-being. In contrast, those who do not feel involved in or part of a community are more
likely to engage in criminal behavior (Twenge et al., 2007). Research has indicated that
individuals with limited social ties, such as former criminals, often experience a lack of
belonging throughout various stages of life—be it in childhood, school, or adulthood, leading
them to form negative affiliations that contribute to antisocial behavior and the development of

deviant friendships (Shirdel & Mohammadi, 2021).

In summary, previous studies emphasize the significant role a sense of belonging plays in
enhancing emotional, social, and psychological well-being. A strong sense of belonging supports
personal identity, and self-esteem, and provides the emotional support needed to cope with life's
challenges. Understanding the level of sense of belonging among Malaysian emerging adults is
crucial, as it can help identify gaps or areas where individuals may feel disconnected, thereby
informing targeted mental health interventions. Similar to studies that highlight the effectiveness
of dance interventions in fostering a sense of belonging among emerging adults with low
connectedness (Kreutzmann et al., 2017; Ritchie & Gaulter, 2018). This knowledge is essential
for developing effective strategies to foster personal growth, resilience, and community

integration, ultimately contributing to improved mental health outcomes in this demographic.

Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being (PWB) refers to the overall mental, emotional, and social health

of individuals, encompassing their ability to lead fulfilling lives (Christopher, 1999). Having a
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high level of PWB is not necessarily to be happy or positive all the time, it means having the
capacity to navigate life’s challenges with resilience, maintain a sense of purpose and self-
acceptance, and foster meaningful relationships to live authentically (Ryff, 1989). It is often
studied through two primary frameworks: hedonic well-being, which focuses on pleasure,
happiness, and the absence of distress, and eudaimonic well-being, which emphasizes meaning,

self-realization, and personal growth (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

PWB is influenced by a range of internal and external factors. Internally, cognitive
processes such as self-reflection, thinking patterns, and beliefs play a pivotal role (Neda, 2022).
A study conducted among Russian students found that those with harmonic cognitive styles
characterized by flexibility, reflexivity, and abstract conceptualization exhibited adaptive basic
beliefs that enhanced psychological functioning. These students were better equipped to manage
stress and maintain healthy perceptions of themselves and their surroundings. Conversely,
students with ambivalent cognitive styles, including concrete conceptualization and intolerance
to unrealistic experiences, were linked to rigid basic beliefs, reducing cognitive efficiency and

diminishing PWB (Irina & Tatiana, 2020).

Externally, social factors like the quality of relationships and support networks are crucial
determinants (Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). Positive and supportive relationships promote personal
growth by fostering attributes such as self-forgiveness, emotional resilience, and improved self-
esteem. These factors contribute to stronger intrapersonal and interpersonal connections, which
are predictive of enhanced PWB (Wazid & Shahnawaz, 2017). Additionally, a study by
Gigantesco et al. (2011) on Italian twins revealed that non-shared environmental factors
significantly impact the development of autonomy, purpose in life, self-acceptance, and personal

growth which are the key components of PWB. These environmental influences underscore the
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importance of external contexts in shaping individual well-being. The Positive Youth
Development (PYD) framework emphasizes that the well-being of emerging adults is shaped by
five interconnected components: competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring, all
of which are influenced by their social environment (Conway et al., 2015). A study conducted in
Malaysia found that among these 5Cs, confidence, and connection had the most significant
impact on well-being. Emerging adults who demonstrate the ability to build relationships with
peers, family, neighbors, and communities tend to exhibit higher levels of confidence;
meanwhile, fostering these connections not only enhances their well-being but also positively

influences the well-being of those around them (Abdul Kadir & Mohd, 2021).

The dimensions of PWB can have both protective and predictive impacts on mental
health conditions (Huppert, 2009). On the protective side, high levels of PWB are linked to
resilience and life satisfaction, fostering greater emotional stability and improved coping
mechanisms for navigating challenges (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). This promotes overall
psychological resilience and reduces vulnerability to mental health issues. Conversely, PWB also
serves as a predictive indicator of mental health issues whereby lower levels of PWB are
associated with a heightened risk of emotional distress and maladaptive behaviors (Winefield et
al., 2012). A longitudinal study by Wood and Joseph (2010) highlighted this relationship,
showing that individuals with low levels of PWB are at a significantly higher risk of developing
depression over 10 years. Conversely, those with high levels of PWB were less likely to

experience depression, even after enduring major life tragedies, such as the loss of a loved one.

Overall, the previous studies provide an in-depth exploration of PWB, highlighting its
multifaceted nature and the critical role of internal and external factors. A nuanced understanding

of these dynamics emphasizes the importance of PWB in predicting and protecting against
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mental health challenges which will serve to inform early interventions designed to enhance

well-being and promote mental health in this pivotal stage of development.

Pet Companionship and Sense of Belonging

Pet companionship has been widely recognized as a valuable source of emotional and
social support, particularly in fostering a sense of belonging. This interplay of unique dynamics
has been revealed in different past studies across contexts and populations such as higher income
population in the UK (McConnell et al., 2011), older adults in developed countries (Genieve et

al., 2019), and disabled children (Bristol, 2023).

Companion animals, particularly pets, offer a unique form of unconditional loyalty,
which enhances the emotional bond between owners and their pets. Previous studies have
highlighted the role of pets as "social lubricants,” facilitating social interactions among humans
(Newby, 2024; Bulsara et al., 2007). Research shows that pet owners often view their dogs as
conversation starters, with many owners reporting that their dogs help break the ice when
meeting strangers or even with neighbours (Rogers et al., 2010; Power, 2013). Interestingly, this
social facilitation is not limited to dogs; other pets like turtles and rabbits have also been found to
serve a similar function, triggering conversations and fostering connections between individuals
(Hunt et al., 2016). According to McNicholas & Collis (2000), animals provide a neutral and
safe topic of conversation, which makes it easier for people to engage with others. By using pets
as conversation starters, individuals not only initiate interactions but also build new social
connections, which in turn strengthens and increases the probability of experiencing a sense of

belonging and community.
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During the pandemic, when human interactions were heavily restricted, pets played a
crucial role in helping individuals maintain their sense of belonging (Charmaraman et al., 2022;
Jalongo, 2021). As physical isolation became a common experience for many, the presence of
companion animals provided a vital source of comfort and connection (Parry, 2020). Research
has shown that despite being cut off from friends, family, or colleagues, having a pet meant that
individuals were never truly alone and as a substitute for human talk and touch (Clements et al.,
2021). Pets acted as surrogates for interpersonal contact, offering companionship when human
connections were limited helped alleviate feelings of isolation, and contributed to a continued

sense of belonging during the pandemic (Johnson & Volsche, 2021).

However, a study by Kogan et al., (2022) presented a different perspective on the human-
pet dynamic. The study found that pet owners may experience feelings of guilt associated with
the responsibility of caring for their pets, such as not feeding them on time or failing to engage
with them regularly. This guilt is often accompanied by internal shame and unstable attributions
about their behavior (Leach, 2017). To alleviate these uncomfortable feelings, pet owners may
feel compelled to spend more time with their pets. In the study, participants who reported pet-
related guilt expressed shame about leaving their dogs alone or being away from them for
extended periods. This sense of guilt can significantly impact their social lives, limiting their
interactions with friends, colleagues, and others, ultimately diminishing their sense of belonging
and inclusion within their communities, especially among emerging adults where building and

adapting to new experiences with others are important (Nelissen, 2014).

Furthermore, owning a pet can impose a financial burden on individuals, with costs
related to pet food, supplements, medical care, and other necessities often becoming a priority,

sometimes even surpassing personal needs. A study revealed that 71% of UK pet owners
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prioritize spending on their pets over themselves (Muldoon & Williams, 2024). Similarly, in
Malaysia, where there is limited awareness of pet-friendly services leading to comparatively
higher veterinary costs, pet owners reportedly spend an average of RM1,000 monthly on their
pets, causing significant financial strain for those in lower or moderate-income brackets (MyPF,
2021; Ravin, 2024). This prioritization can limit discretionary spending on socializing, such as
dining out, attending events, or participating in group activities, especially among emerging
adults. Over time, such financial constraints reduce opportunities for social engagement, leading
to diminished social connections and a weakened sense of belonging. Local studies highlight
poverty as a key factor in social exclusion (Hashim et al., 2012), and individuals in Malaysia's
B40 income group show the lowest levels of social support and interaction, correlating with their
alarming mental health challenges (Said et al., 2022). While pets can foster a sense of belonging,
for most people, meaningful connections are still largely rooted in human interactions (Hale,

2013).

In summary, previous studies emphasise the significant role of pet companionship in
fostering a sense of belonging and social connection across various populations and contexts.
However, a contrasting viewpoint suggests that pet companionship may, in some cases, restrict
human social interaction, potentially lowering the level of sense of belonging. Ultimately, this
highlights the need to identify the nature of the correlation between pet companionship and a

sense of belonging among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Pet Companionship and Psychological Well-Being

Pets hold a unique and cherished role in the lives of many individuals. Owners often view

their pets not merely as possessions but as integral companions and partners in deep social bonds
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(Sable, 1995). This multifaceted relationship underscores the emotional and psychological
significance of pets in human lives. Beyond being companions, they often serve therapeutic
roles, aiding in stress relief and emotional regulation in a way that fosters PWB (Zilcha-Mano et
al., 2012). These dynamics highlight the evolving understanding of human-pets’ connections,
where pets transcend traditional roles and become integral to the emotional and well-being of

their owners' lives.

A key component of the connection between pet companionship and PWB is the stress-
buffering role that pets play. The "pet effect™ highlights the positive impact that companion
animals have on human health. Research by Allen (2003) found that pets can serve as informal
substitutes for healthcare professionals by enhancing human health and significantly improving
owners' responses to stress, including acute stress by a consistent emotion. A study by Janssens
et al. (2021) explored the application of two models—the buffering model, which posits that
social support primarily protects against stress, and the main effect model, which suggests that
social support generally enhances well-being in the context of pet companionship. The findings
revealed that pets align with both models, similar to the benefits observed with human social
support (Herzog, 2011). Additionally, increased interaction with pets was strongly associated
with higher positive emotional outcomes, further underscoring their role in mitigating stress and

promoting overall well-being.

Further evidence underscores the role of companion animals in enhancing PWB through
Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) across various populations. For instance, a study conducted on
military veterans in the UK addressed a range of mental health challenges, including depression,
PTSD, substance abuse, and violent behaviours, alongside psychosocial comorbidities. The AAT

program involved different types of animals such as horses, dogs, cats, and parrots. A follow-up
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conducted three months later revealed significant improvements in overall PWB, consistent with
findings from previous research. Specifically, reductions in PTSD symptoms (Arnon et al., 2020;
Johnson et al., 2018), decreased depression levels (Romaniuk et al., 2018), enhanced resilience
(Burton et al., 2019), and improved well-being (Lanning & Krenek, 2013) were observed.
Participants reported feeling less triggered when interacting with companion animals compared
to humans, as pets provided a unique form of nonjudgmental support. Also, the compassion and
kindness perceived by animals, followed by their unconditional presence, offered a sense of
comfort without the complexities of human interaction. This ability of companion pets to simply
“be there” for individuals, free from unsolicited advice or judgment, was particularly beneficial

in fostering psychological resilience and well-being (Lanning & Krenek, 2013).

In contrast, some studies present a different perspective on the relationship between pet
companionship and PWB, emphasizing the emotional challenges associated with pet loss. Pets
are often viewed as more than possessions; they are considered partners in close social
relationships and even family members (Cohen, 2002). As a result, the transience and eventual
loss of pets can significantly impact their owners’ emotional well-being, often triggering intense
grief. This grief is further compounded by societal tendencies to categorize pet loss as
disenfranchised bereavement, wherein the owner's feelings are minimized or misunderstood by
others (Redmalm, 2015). Research indicates that nearly half of participants in related studies
reported the irreplaceability of their pets, fear of losing them, and an overwhelming sadness even
when merely imagining their bereavement. Those who had experienced the loss of a pet
described profound emotional and psychological impacts comparable to the symptoms of grief

seen in human loss (Cordaro, 2012; Cowles, 2016; Behler et al., 2020). This highlights the deep
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bond between humans and their pets and the significant emotional toll their loss can impose on

Owners.

Research on the relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-being
reveals a blend of positive and negative perspectives. On the positive side, companion pets are
known to offer stress-buffering support, boost emotional well-being, and foster resilience.
However, challenges such as the emotional toll of losing a pet underscore the complexity of this
bond. Despite extensive research, most studies have focused on specific populations, leaving a
gap in understanding this relationship specifically among emerging adults. Therefore, this study
seeks to explore the correlation between pet companionship and PWB in Malaysian emerging

adults, addressing the unique cultural and contextual factors influencing this relationship.

Sense of Belonging and Psychological Well-Being

As inherently social beings, humans thrive on belonging and inclusion within various
community settings, such as workplaces, schools, society, and home. A sense of belonging is
recognized as a fundamental human need and a critical factor influencing PWB. It significantly
impacts mental health, overall quality of life, and motivation (Warr, 1978). Research consistently
demonstrates that levels of inclusion can lead to diverse outcomes: a strong sense of belonging is
associated with increased happiness (Allahverdipour et al., 2019), self-esteem (Sarkova et al.,
2014), and life satisfaction (Jung, 2017), while simultaneously reducing anxiety and loneliness

(Lim & Kua, 2011).

Belonging functions as a protective factor against the adverse effects of stress and
psychological distress. Social relationships that foster a sense of belonging provide emotional

support, reduce feelings of isolation, and buffer against mental health challenges by providing
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support and companionship (Arslan, 2022). Studies indicate that a lack of belonging is strongly
correlated with poor mental health outcomes, including increased risk of depression (McLaren &
Castillo, 2020), substance abuse (Palis et al., 2018), and even suicide (Fisher et al., 2015). Across
different populations, fostering a sense of belonging proves to be a universal driver of

psychological well-being.

While the sense of belonging is universally important, studies have shown that it can vary
significantly across cultures. In collectivist cultures, such as those in many Asian countries, there
is a stronger emphasis on belonging to a social group, with individuals often prioritizing the
group's needs and exploring self-identity within the context of the collective (Chiu et al., 2015).
This cultural focus on group cohesion makes individuals more vulnerable to lower PWB if their
ideal sense of belonging is not met (Workman, 2001). Studies highlight that students from
collectivist cultures tend to report a lower sense of belonging at school (SOBAS), which
significantly affects their academic performance, intrinsic motivation, and attitudes toward
school. Psychologically, these students are more susceptible to social problems, such as
delinquency and school dropout, and are at a higher risk of developing mental health issues like

depression and heightened sensitivity to peer rejection (Museus & Maramba, 2010).

Overall, the collective evidence highlights the role of sense of belonging in contributing
to an individual's psychological well-being and cultural variations in its interpretation. Thus, the
current study aims to examine the relationship between sense of belonging and psychological
well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia. As Malaysia is a collectivist society, this study
seeks to provide insights into how the cultural emphasis on group belonging may influence the
mental well-being of young adults, particularly in terms of their social interactions, sense of

identity, and emotional health.
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In conclusion, the existing literature underscores the significant roles of pet
companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being, revealing both positive and
negative perspectives. While pets have been shown to foster social connections, emotional
support, and resilience, they may also introduce challenges such as guilt, financial strain, and
grief. Similarly, a sense of belonging is consistently linked to improved mental health and life
satisfaction, though cultural differences and unmet expectations in collectivist societies can
hinder psychological well-being. Despite the wealth of research, several gaps remain. Most
studies have focused on specific populations, such as older adults, veterans, or individuals with
higher incomes, with limited attention to emerging adults, particularly within the unique cultural
context of Malaysia. Furthermore, while the interplay between each variable has been
individually explored, few studies have comprehensively examined their interconnectedness. The
present study seeks to address these gaps by investigating the relationship between pet
companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being among Malaysian emerging
adults which aims to provide valuable insights into how cultural and contextual factors influence
these relationships, contributing to a more nuanced understanding of their role in shaping

emerging adults’ mental health and social integration.

Theoretical Framework

The PERMA model from Seligman’s Well-Being Theory, developed by Martin Seligman
(2011), emphasises five essential elements that contribute to a fulfilling life: Positive Emotion,
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. Research showed PERMA elements
are significantly associated positively with overall life satisfaction and predictor of psychological
distress which in turn proved to contribute to an individual's psychological well-being (Kern et

al., 2015).
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Positive Emotion refers to experiencing feelings of joy, gratitude, and contentment,
along with maintaining an optimistic outlook on life (Seligman, 2011). It highlights the
importance of finding pleasure and fulfilment in everyday experiences, serving as a key
foundation for overall well-being (Bastian et al., 2014). In the context of pet companionship, pets
are a consistent source of positive emotion, offering unconditional love and companionship that
can calm the owner’s emotions and alleviate stress and anxiety (Dawn, 2015). Engaging in
activities such as petting, playing, or observing a pet’s behavior often brings happiness and
fosters a sense of connection (Rault et al., 2020). These moments not only strengthen emotional

resilience but also encourage a more positive and hopeful perspective on life.

Engagement involves being fully immersed in activities that are both enjoyable and
challenging (Seligman, 2011). It often leads to a state of “flow,” where individuals are so deeply
involved in an activity that they lose track of time and self-awareness (Bakhurst, 2018). This
concept underscores the value of dedicating attention to tasks that align with personal strengths
and interests, fostering satisfaction and a sense of achievement. Concerning a sense of belonging,
engagement plays a vital role when individuals actively participate in social or community-based
activities (Masika & Jones, 2015). By contributing to group projects or communal interactions,
individuals become more deeply connected to shared goals and experiences, strengthening
emotional ties and fostering social capital. This active involvement cultivates feelings of trust,
inclusion, and importance, reinforcing their sense of belonging within the group (Ahn & Dauvis,

2020).

Relationships in the PERMA model emphasize the importance of positive and
supportive social connections in enhancing well-being and life satisfaction (Seligman, 2011).

These connections included family, friends, romantic partners, colleagues, and even pets. A



32

strong and healthy relationship provides emotional support, encouragement, and positivity,
enabling individuals to navigate life’s challenges more effectively (Cloninger, 2013). In the
context of pet companionship, the bond between owner and pet fosters loyalty, affection, and
emotional comfort, significantly alleviating feelings of loneliness (Redmalm, 2020). Moreover,
pets often serve as social facilitators, encouraging interactions with other pet owners or
enthusiasts, thereby expanding and enriching social networks (Barcelos et al., 2023). These
connections further strengthen an individual’s sense of belonging and overall psychological well-

being.

Accomplishment refers to the pursuit of success and personal growth, encompassing the
setting and attainment of goals that evoke feelings of pride, satisfaction, and self-efficacy
(Seligman, 2011). This concept extends beyond traditional achievements in career or academics
to include personal development, such as mastering a new skill, overcoming obstacles, or
improving oneself (Bang & Reio, 2016). The process of striving for and realizing meaningful
goals strengthens resilience and self-esteem, contributing to an enhanced sense of psychological
well-being (Chen et al., 2022). In the context of pet companionship, caring for a pet offers
numerous opportunities for accomplishment. Meeting the needs of a pet through feeding,
grooming, or training instills a sense of responsibility and pride in owners, reinforcing their sense

of purpose and fostering a deeper connection to their well-being (Kim & Chun, 2021).

Meaning refers to the experience of having a sense of purpose or direction in life, which
contributes significantly to psychological well-being and a deeper sense of fulfillment (Seligman,
2011). A sense of purpose motivates individuals to pursue their goals with determination and
enjoyment, even when faced with challenges (Pedler et al., 2022). It allows individuals to feel

that their lives matter and that they are contributing to something larger than themselves. With a
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sense of belonging, meaning often emerges from being part of a group or community that shares
similar values, goals, or identities (Baumgartner & Burns, 2013). This connection fosters a sense
of inclusion and strengthens the perception of a meaningful existence, as individuals find
fulfillment in their roles within a larger collective, whether through friendships, family

relationships, or broader social networks (Pinto et al., 2024).

Positive Emotion

Relationship Pet Companionship (IV1)

Accomplishment

Psychological Well-Being (DV)

Engagement

Sense of Belonging (IV2)

Meaning

Figure 2.1 Theoretical Framework of the relationship between pet companionship, sense of

belonging, and psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia

Together, figure 2.1 presents the theoretical framework of the PERMA model, which
highlights five core elements that contribute to overall well-being: Positive Emotion,
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. In this model, pet companionship
influences multiple elements, it contributes to positive emotion by providing joy and comfort;
enhances relationships through the emotional bond between pets and their owners; and supports

accomplishment by fulfilling the owner's sense of responsibility and care. On the other hand, a
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sense of belonging falls under engagement and meaning, as it fosters active participation in life
activities and provides individuals with a sense of purpose and connection to a larger
community. This integrated framework underscores how pet companionship and sense of

belonging collectively contribute to psychological well-being.

Conceptual Framework

Psychological Well-Being

(Dependent Variable)
H2a H2b
H
H1b 1c
Pet Companionship H1a Sense of Belonging
(Independent Variable) (Independent Variable)

Correlation

Regression - Simple Linear Regression

Figure 2.2 Conceptual Framework of the relationship between pet companionship, sense of

belonging, and psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Figure 2.2 illustrates the conceptual framework of this study, focusing on the impact of
pet companionship and sense of belonging on psychological well-being. In this framework, pet
companionship and sense of belonging are identified as the independent variables (IVs), while

psychological well-being serves as the dependent variable (DV). The study aims to explore the



relationships between these variables by conducting two types of analyses: correlation, which
examines the strength and direction of relationships between variables (H1a, H1b, and Hic), and
regression which predicts psychological well-being based on pet companionship and sense of

belonging (H2a and Hap).

35
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Chapter 3 Methodology

Introduction

The present study employed a quantitative, correlational research design to explore the
relationships between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being
among Malaysian emerging adults. A self-report questionnaire methodology was utilized to
collect primary data, allowing participants to respond independently. The study specifically
targeted emerging adults in Malaysia aged 18 to 29, employing purposive sampling to ensure
participants fulfill the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the current research. Data was collected
online via Google Forms, and distributed across various social media platforms to maximise
reach and engagement. G*Power 3.1.9.7 was used to calculate the sample size, addressing non-
responses and incomplete data. The self-administered survey consisted of three sections:
informed consent, demographic information, and three instruments—the Comfort from
Companion Animals Scale (CCAS), the 18-item Sense of Belonging Instrument — Psychological

(SOBI-P), and the Brief 18-item Psychological Well-Being Scale.

Research Design

Both a correlational and a quantitative design used in this research study to assist in
exploring the relationship between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological
well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia. It involves analysing a large sample size from

the population and emphasising quantity response (Kan & Gero, 2017).

This study adopted a correlational research design to examine the relationships between

pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being, ensuring that variables are
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not manipulated by researchers (Lau, 2017). This design is particularly suitable because it
facilitates understanding the strength and direction of relationships between these constructs,
which aligns with the study’s aim to identify potential predictive patterns rather than causal links
(Asamoah, 2014). In addition, a cross-sectional design was also employed to collect data on
multiple variables simultaneously from a diverse group of participants at a single point in time
(Wang & Cheng, 2020). This approach is practical for optimizing time and cost efficiency, as it
enables researchers to gather large amounts of data quickly and without the logistical challenges
associated with longitudinal studies (Levin, 2006). These two designs were selected to achieve a
balance between efficiency and the exploratory goals to achieve the objective of the study,
enabling a comprehensive yet targeted examination of the variables while remaining mindful of

resource constraints.

Data was gathered using an online self-report survey developed via Google Forms, which
included a research description, informed consent, demographic information, and the study's
questionnaires. This approach ensures participant anonymity and confidentiality, protecting their
responses and identities to encourage honesty and improve the accuracy of the results (Livaniou,

2020).

Sampling Procedures

Sampling Method

The purposive sampling technique was the non-probability sampling method to be
adopted for this study. It is also known as "purposeful sampling" depending on the researcher's
judgment when choosing the participants (Berndt, 2020). It enables the researcher to target a

specific group that meets the characteristics and requirements to better match the objectives of
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the research (Campbell et al., 2020). While purposive sampling allows the study to target
participants directly relevant to the research questions, it has limitations, including the potential
for selection bias and limited ability to make unbiased generalization for the broader population
(Campbell et al., 2020). The subjective nature of participant selection may inadvertently exclude
individuals who could provide diverse perspectives, thereby affecting the representativeness of
the sample. To address these limitations, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria will be
implemented to minimize bias and ensure consistency; recruit participants from diverse
backgrounds within the defined demographic to enhance the variability and applicability of the

findings (Andrade, 2020).

This study employs purposive sampling to specifically target Malaysian emerging adults
aged 18 to 29, ensuring that the sample aligns with the research objectives. Research indicates
that individuals in this demographic often experience low psychological well-being due to the
challenges of transitional life phases (Yamini & Pujar, 2024). These challenges can heighten
their susceptibility to mental health concerns, adversely impacting their academic, career, and
social development (Ruini et al., 2003; Strauser et al., 2008). Participants will be recruited based
on clearly defined inclusion criteria, which include being Malaysian citizens, either employed or
enrolled in tertiary education, and have current or past pet ownership experience for at least three
months, aligning with the 3-3-3 rules of adoption which suggest that pets and their owners
typically require three months to establish a stable and trusting bond (Longmount Humane
Society, 2024; Companion Animal Community Center, n.d.). Exclusion criteria include
individuals with disability or mental health disorders to maintain a homogenous sample and
focus on the general population of emerging adults, those who have not lived with their pets for

at least three months due to being abroad to maintain consistency in assessing the impact of



ongoing pet companionship, and those owning pets solely for professional or commercial
purpose as it may not form any emotional bonds. These exclusions aim to maintain the

reliability, integrity, and ethical alignment of the research.

Location of Study

Data collection targets employed emerging adults and university students within the
specified age range across Malaysia's 13 states and 3 federal territories. A web-based survey
using Google Forms was employed to ensure accessibility and comprehensive coverage,
allowing participants with Internet access to respond conveniently. The survey link was
distributed via online platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, increasing the

likelihood of reaching the targeted participants effectively.

Ethical Clearance Approval

Ethical clearance for the study was approved by the Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman

(UTAR) Scientific and Ethical Review Committee (SERC) following the completion of the
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research proposal. Consequently, data collection commenced on 29 January 2025, after receiving

official approval (Re: U/SERC/78-419/2024) from the relevant authorities on 20 December

2024.

Sample Size, Power and Precision

G*Power 3.1.9.7 had been utilised to calculate the required sample size for this study.

According to Brydges (2019), a significance level of 5% is set, corresponding to a 0.05 margin

of error. The power level is established at 80%, reflecting an 80% probability of achieving

statistically significant results.



40

For this study, G*Power 3.1.9.7 was used to calculate the sample size for hypothesis Hia,
Hib, and Hic, examining the relationships between pet companionship (PC), sense of belonging
(SB), and psychological well-being (PWB) through Pearson’s Product-Moment Correlation
(PPMC). Based on Correll (2020), a medium effect size of r = .40 was applied to the relationship
between PC and PWB. For the relationship between PC and SB, McConnell et al. (2019)
indicated an effect size of r = .29. Meanwhile, Haim-Litevsky et al. (2023) reported an effect size
of r = .47 for the relationship between SB and PWB. Using these effect sizes, G*Power
suggested required sample sizes of 91, 46, and 33 for the respective pairs, with actual power

levels of .80, .81, and .80.

Additionally, G*Power was employed to calculate the sample size for H2a and Hap, which
explore the predictive roles of PC and SB on PWB using Multiple Linear Regression. Prior
studies reported an effect size of 2 = .15 for PC predicting PWB (Gradidge et al., 2024) and 2
= .11 for SB predicting PWB (Cicognani et al., 2007). Based on these effect sizes, G*Power

suggested total sample sizes of 55 and 74, both achieving an actual power of .80.

In summary, G*Power determined that the required sample size for Pearson’s Product-
Moment Correlation (PPMC) is 91. Salkind (2012) suggests increasing the calculated sample
size by 40-50% to address the possibility of missing data and non-response rates. Applying a
50% increase to the calculated sample size results in an adjusted total of 136.5 which is rounded

to 137 participants.
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Data Collection Procedures

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria for the current study included: (i) aged between 18 and 29, (ii)
Malaysian citizens, (iii) employed or enrolled as university students in Malaysia, and (iv)
currently own any type of pet or have had prior pet ownership experience for at least three
months.

The exclusion criteria are as follows: (i) Individuals with disabilities, or diagnosed with
mental disorders (i) Malaysian citizens who have not lived with their pets for at least three
months due to working or studying abroad, and (iii) Individuals who own or have owned a pet

solely for professional or commercial purposes.

Plan of Obtaining Consent

Part A of the questionnaire included an informed consent section titled “Consent Form
for Research Participation and Personal Data Protection”. This section provides comprehensive
details about the study, including its purpose, participant inclusion criteria, potential risks,
voluntary participation, privacy and confidentiality measures, and the researcher’s contact
information. Participants were required to provide consent before proceeding to the

guestionnaire.

The consent form emphasised that participation was entirely voluntary and that
participants could withdraw from the study at any time without explanation or adverse
consequences. Additionally, to address potential distress during the survey, contingency plans

were outlined, including providing participants with access to mental health resources such as the
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University Counselling and Crisis Center (UCCC) and the Befrienders hotline. These measures

ensure ethical compliance and safeguard participants' well-being throughout the study.

Data Collection Procedures

The current study was conducted using Google Forms, with links and QR codes
distributed via various social media platforms for data collection. While the online data
collection method is practical and efficient, it may introduce potential biases, such as repeated
responses or limited accessibility for a wider range of the targeted population online. To mitigate
these issues, mechanisms were implemented to prevent multiple submissions, such as disabling
the "multiple submissions” feature in Google Forms settings. Additionally, participants were
approached in person and provided with a QR code to scan, making the survey more convenient

and accessible for a broader range of individuals.

To ensure that individuals who meet the exclusion criteria are excluded from the study,
the survey included an initial screening question at the beginning of the questionnaire. If
participants respond affirmatively to any of these exclusion criteria, they will be directed to the
end of the survey, where they will be thanked for their time but will not proceed further. This
approach ensures that only those fitting the inclusion criteria are included in the final analysis,

thus maintaining the homogeneity of the sample for the study.

Upon consenting to participate, participants first provide their demographic information,
including gender, age, occupational status, and ethnicity, while ensuring anonymity by excluding
names. The third section of the survey presented questionnaires based on the three key

instruments used in this study: The Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS), the Sense
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of Belonging Instrument — Psychological (SOBI-P), and the Brief 18-I1tem Psychological Well-

Being Scale, each with clear instructions for completion.

Pilot Study

Following the approval of ethical clearance, a pilot study was conducted prior to the main
research to assess its effectiveness before proceeding with full-scale implementation. This step
aimed to minimize potential issues during actual data collection (Schroder et al., 2010). A pilot
study serves as a preliminary trial for a larger study, ensuring that any risks or challenges are
identified and addressed beforehand. In accordance with the Sample Rule of Thumb by Browne
(1995), a total of 30 participants who met the study's inclusion and exclusion criteria were

selected for this initial assessment.

The pilot study results indicated that both the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale
(CCAS) and the Sense of Belonging Instrument - Psychological (SOBI-P) exhibited strong
internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values of .87 and .94 respectively. According to
Tavakol and Dennick (2011), a Cronbach’s alpha above .70 is considered to reflect strong
reliability. However, the Brief 18-1tem Psychological Well-being Scale had a Cronbach’s alpha
below .70, indicating questionable reliability, which could compromise measurement accuracy
and impact the validity of the findings (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Based on JASP analysis,
removing the 11th item was found to improve the scale’s reliability, raising the Cronbach’s alpha
to .78. However, given the relatively low number of respondents in the pilot study, this may have
contributed to the lower reliability (Amirrudin et al., 2020). Therefore, further observation and
evaluation are necessary to determine whether dropping the item is the best approach in the

actual study.
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Actual Study

The actual study was conducted without any modifications, following careful
consideration of the potential implications identified in the pilot test. Data collection was carried
out using a QR code and a Google Form link, which were distributed both online via social
media and in person. The data collection period spanned from 29 January 2025, to 28 February

2025, with data analysis beginning immediately after reaching the targeted sample size.

The current study collected 140 responses, exceeding the ideal sample size of 137. To
minimize potential data errors, such as unengaged and missing data, all 143 responses will be
included in the final analysis. Notably, the actual study reported acceptable reliability across all

three instruments, further supporting their strong internal consistency.

Table 3.1

Instruments’ Reliability from Pilot (N=30) and Actual (N=140) Study

Instruments Pilot Study Actual Study
(Cronbach’s a) (Cronbach’s a)

CCAS 87 94

SOBI-P 94 .96

Brief 18-Item Psychological Well-Being Scale .68 .85

Note: CCAS= Comfort from Companion Animals Scale, SOBI-P= Sense of Belonging

Instrument-Psychological

Instruments

The instruments for each variable included in Part C of the survey, which participants
would access after providing their consent in Part A and completing the demographic

information in Part B.
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In this study, the Sense of Belonging Instrument-Psychological (SOBI-P) was
categorized using a median split. Since this scale assesses continuous variables without
established cut-off scores, the median split serves as a practical method for grouping participants,
facilitating meaningful comparisons and examining variable correlations (lacobucci et al., 2015).
In contrast, both the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS) and the Brief 18-Item

Psychological Well-Being Scale include predefined cut-off scores for classification.

Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS)

The Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS), developed by Zasloff (1996), is
designed to assess the level of comfort and emotional support individuals derive from their pets.
The scale consists of 11 items, each rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). It evaluates aspects such as the emotional comfort provided by
pets, their role in stress relief, and the sense of companionship they offer. Sample items include
“My pet provides me with companionship” and “My pet makes me feel loved”. A score range of
18- 44, whereby higher scores on the CCAS indicate greater comfort and emotional support
derived from the pet (Tomlinson et al., 2021). A score between 18-27 indicated a low level of pet
comfort, 28-35 indicated a moderate level of pet comfort, and 36-44 indicated a high level of pet
comfort. The scale demonstrates strong internal consistency, with reported reliability values
of .91 (Zasloff, 1996) and construct validity of .90 (Tomlinson et al., 2021) with the pet
attachment scale, making it a reliable measure for assessing the emotional impact of pet

companionship.
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Sense of Belonging Instrument-Psychological (SOBI-P)

The Sense of Belonging Instrument-Psychological (SOBI-P) was developed by Hagerty
et al. (1995) to measure an individual's psychological sense of belonging and involvement in
their environment. SOBI-P comprises 18 items to assess the perception of being part of a group,
emotional comfort within that group, and feelings of acceptance. The participants rate each item
on a four-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). All items
are negatively phrased, except for item 4 “I generally feel that people accept me”, and other
sample items like “I feel like I observe life rather than participate in it.” The overall score is
calculated by summing the responses after reverse scoring all items except item 4. The possible
score ranges from 21-72, whereby higher total scores indicate a stronger sense of psychological
belonging (Izuchukwu & Nwafor, 2023). Since the original author did not provide a
classification of scores, percentile categorization was used to determine levels of belonging in
the current study. The median (Q2) score was found to be 36, with the first quartile (Q1) at 23
and the third quartile (Q3) at 54. Based on this distribution, sense of belonging levels were
categorized as follows: low (scores between 11 to 23), medium (scores between 24 to 36), and
high (scores between 37 to 72). The scale has demonstrated excellent internal consistency, with
reported reliability of .89 (Hagerty et al., 1992) and .85 (Izuchukwu L. G. Ndukaihe & Nwafor,
2023) with a convergent validity of .73 with perceived social support measurement (Hagerty et

al., 1995).

Brief 18-1tem Psychological Well-Being Scale

The Brief 18-item Psychological Well-Being Scale is a shortened version of the original

Psychological Well-Being Scale developed by Ryff (1995) are the shorter version of 42-item
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PWB Scale by Ryff in 1989 to measure an individual's overall well-being across six dimensions:
autonomy (items 15, 17, 18), environmental mastery (items 4, 8, 9), personal growth (items 11,
12, 14), positive relations with others (items 6, 13, 16), purpose in life (items 3, 7, 10), and self-
acceptance (items 1, 2). The scale consists of 18 items, each rated on a seven-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree) where items 1, 2, 3, 8,9, 11, 12, 13,
17, and 18 are reverse-scored. Sample items include, “The demands of everyday life often get me
down” and “I am good at managing the responsibilities of daily life.” The total score is within
the range of 18-108 whereby a higher score on this scale indicates greater psychological well-
being (Garcia et al., 2023). According to the instrument’s developer, scores ranging from 18 to
49 indicate a low level of well-being, scores between 50 and 79 reflect a moderate level of well-
being, and scores of 80 and above represent a high level of well-being. Previous studies have
reported a reliability coefficient of .89 (Ryff, 1995) and a high construct validity in predicting

individual general health using (GHQ-28) after one year (Abbott et al., 2006).

Table 3. 2

Instruments Score Ranges

Level CCAS SOBI-P Brief 18-1tem Psychological Well-Being Scale
Low 18-27 11-23 18-49
Medium 28-35 24-36 50-79

High 36-44 37-72 80 and above
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Hypotheses

Method Analysis

H1a: There is a significant relationship between pet
companionship and sense of belonging among emerging
adults in Malaysia.

H1p: There is a significant relationship between pet
companionship and psychological well-being among
emerging adults in Malaysia.

Hic: There is a significant relationship between sense of
belonging and psychological well-being among emerging
adults in Malaysia.

H.a: Pet companionship is able to predict psychological
well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Han: Sense of belonging is able to predict psychological

well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Spearman’s Rank Correlation

Coefficient

Regression Model

(Simple Linear Regression)

Note. Method analysis for hypotheses on the relationship between pet companionship, sense of

belonging, and psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

Table 3.3 outlines the analysis methods to investigate the relationships between pet

companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being among Malaysian emerging

adults. To address Hia, Hip, and Hic, Spearman’s Rank Correlation will be used to examine the

strength and direction of associations between the variables using scores from the SOBI-P,

CCAS, and Brief 18-I1tem Psychological Well-Being Scale. For Hza and Hzb, a regression model,

specifically Simple Linear Regression was conducted to assess whether pet companionship
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(CCAS scores) and sense of belonging (SOBI-P scores) significantly predict psychological well-

being (Brief 18-1tem Psychological Well-Being scores).
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Chapter 4 Results

This chapter presents the study's findings, based on data collected from 128 Malaysian
emerging adults. The analysis began with preliminary data screening and diagnostics to ensure
data suitability for further analysis. Following this, correlation and regression analyses were
conducted to examine the relationships and predictive power between pet companionship, sense
of belonging, and psychological well-being. The results are organized according to the research
objectives and hypotheses, with relevant tables and figures provided to support the statistical

findings.

Descriptive Statistics

Demographic Characteristics

The present study gathered data from 128 respondents, all of whom were Malaysian
(n=128, 100%), with their demographic details outlined in Table 4.1. All respondents fell within
the "emerging adult™ category, ranging from 18 to 29 years old. Specifically, 15 respondents
(11.72%) were aged 18-20, the majority 54 respondents (42.52%) fell between 21 to 23 years
old, 46 respondents (36.22%) were between 24 to 26, while 13 respondents (10.48%) were aged
27-29. Regarding gender distribution, most respondents were female (n=74, 57.81%), while the
remaining 54 respondents (42.52%) were male. In terms of ethnicity, Chinese respondents made
up almost half of the sample (n=60, 46.88%), followed by Malay (n=45, 35.43%), Indian (n=20,
15.75%), and individuals from other ethnic backgrounds (n=3, 2.36%).

The majority of respondents were students (n=93, 72.66%), while the remaining 35
respondents (28.22%) were employed adults. Additionally, the distribution of pet ownership

duration was relatively balanced across three categories: 64 respondents (51.61%) had owned a
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pet for more than one year, 47 respondents (37.01%) had owned a pet for 7-12 months, and 17
respondents (13.28%) met the study’s inclusion criteria by owning a pet for three to six months.
Table4.1

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n=128)

Demographics n % Min Max
Age 18-20 21-23
18-20 15 11.72
21-23 54 42.52
24-26 46 36.22
27-29 13 10.48
Gender
Male 54 42.52
Female 74 57.81
Nationality
Malaysian 128 100
Others 0 0
Ethnicity
Malay 45 35.43
Chinese 60 46.88
Indian 20 15.75
Others 3 2.36
Employment Status
Employed 35 28.22
Students 93 72.66
Duration of Owning Pet
3-6 Months 17 13.28
7-12 Months 47 37.01
More Than One Year 64 51.61

Note. n=sum of respondents; %= percentage; Min=minimum; Max= maximum
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Topic-Specific Variables Characteristics

The descriptive statistics for the three key study variables—pet companionship (M =
38.000, SD = 8.185), sense of belonging (M = 52.921, SD = 13.842), and psychological well-
being (M = 93.315, SD = 22.432) are presented in Table 4.2.

For univariate analysis, all three variables were considered normally distributed, as their
skewness and kurtosis values fell within the acceptable range of -2.00 to 2.00. However, the
Shapiro-Wilk test indicated non-normality, with pet companionship (W = 0.751, p <.001), sense
of belonging (W = 0.761, p <.001), and psychological well-being (W =0.774, p < .001) all
showing p-values below the standard threshold of .05. At the same time, the data meets
normality assumptions based on skewness and kurtosis, so caution is required due to the Shapiro-
Wilk results. Further assessment of bivariate normality is necessary to ensure the appropriateness

of parametric analyses.
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Table 4.2
Descriptive Statistics of Topic-Specific Variables (i.e., pet companionship, sense of

belongingness, and psychological well-being

) ) Sense of Psychological
Pet Companionship ) _
Belongingness  Well-Being

Valid 127 127 127
Median 38.000 61.000 105.000
Mean 35.228 53.921 93.315
Std. Deviation 8.185 13.842 22.432
Skewness -1.503 -1.270 -1.227
Kurtosis 1.087 0.167 0.157
Shapiro-Wilk 0.751 0.761 0.774
P-value of Shapiro-Wilk < .001 <.001 <.001
Minimum 16.000 24.000 44.000
Maximum 44.000 72.000 115.000

Data Diagnostic and Missing Data

Frequency and Percentages of Missing Data

After performing variable and case screening, no missing data were found in the current
study. Additionally, there were no unengaged responses, which are characterized by respondents
selecting consistent answers across all scales, indicating low engagement. Such responses can
negatively impact the validity of the data if not identified and removed. To detect unengaged
responses, the study applied the rule of thumb, where responses with a standard deviation of less
than .50 across the three scales were targeted (Lungisa, 2019). However, no responses met this

criterion; therefore, all data remained for further analysis.



54

Method Employed for Addressing Missing Data

To prevent missing data, all questions in the Google Form were set as mandatory,
ensuring that respondents could not skip any items before submitting their responses. This
approach guaranteed that every question was answered, preventing incomplete submissions from
being recorded in the final dataset. Additionally, Microsoft Excel was utilized to further verify
the absence of missing data. The formula “=COUNTBLANK(A2:AV2)” was applied across the
entire dataset to detect any blank responses. The result returned “0,” confirming that no missing

data existed throughout the survey.

Criteria for Post-Data Collection Exclusion of Participants

The first step in post-data collection was to identify and remove unengaged responses. In
this study, unengaged responses were determined by calculating the standard deviation of all
items within each scale for each respondent using the formula “=STDEV.P(A2:AU2)” in
Microsoft Excel. According to Steyn (2017), a standard deviation below .50 indicates low
engagement. The results showed that all case numbers had a standard deviation above .50,
confirming that no unengaged data were present in this study.

Furthermore, no invalid responses were removed, as all respondents met the inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Specifically, all respondents fell within the required age group, were
Malaysian citizens, and had owned a pet for more than three months. As a result, no data were

excluded in this process.

Criteria for Imputation of Missing Data

Missing data should be imputed based on the level of measurement. Since the items in the

instruments were measured at the ordinal level, the appropriate imputation method would be the
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median, using the formula “=MEDIAN(02:0128)” in Microsoft Excel. However, imputation

was not necessary in the current study, as no missing data were found.

Defining and Processing of Statistical Outliers

A boxplot analysis was conducted to identify outliers in pet companionship, sense of
belonging, and psychological well-being. The results revealed a total of 12 outliers, consisting of
five in pet companionship, eight in sense of belonging, and three in psychological well-being.
Consequently, all identified outliers were removed, specifically, cases numbered

4,5,6,7,18,19,20,21,57,65,124 and 126.

Data Transformation

The reversal of item scores was performed using the formula
“=IF(M2=1,4,IF(M2=2,3,IF(M2=3,2,IF(M2=4,1,""))))” in Microsoft Excel. This process was
applied to all items except item 4 in the Sense of Belonging Instrument-Psychological (SOBI-P)
and items 1, 2, 3, 8,9, 11, 12, 13, 17, and 18 in the Brief 18-l1tem Psychological Well-Being
Scale. The Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS) did not contain any reverse-scored
items. After reversing the necessary items, the total scores for each scale were computed using

the formula “=SUM(C2:N2)”.

Analyses of Data Distributions

Normality. The present study evaluated the normality of three key variables—pet
companionship, sense of belongingness, and psychological well-being—as outlined in Table 4.2.
Multiple normality tests were conducted, including skewness, kurtosis, the Shapiro-Wilk test,

and boxplots, to ensure a comprehensive assessment of data distribution. These tests were
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conducted to evaluate the data distribution and determine whether parametric or non-parametric
statistical analyses were appropriate for further analysis (Orcan, 2020).

Skewness and Kurtosis. All three variables were assessed for normality using skewness
and kurtosis values, both of which fell within the acceptable range of £2.000. Specifically, the
skewness values for pet companionship, sense of belongingness, and psychological well-being
were -1.503, -1.270, and -1.227, respectively. Regarding kurtosis, the values for pet
companionship, sense of belongingness, and psychological well-being were 1.087, 0.167, and
0.157, respectively. These positive values indicate a leptokurtic distribution, meaning the data
exhibited a higher peak and heavier tails compared to a normal mesokurtic distribution (Kenton,
2024). In conclusion, the skewness and kurtosis values for all three variables were within an
acceptable range, suggesting that the data could be considered normally distributed when
evaluated based solely on these measures.

Shapiro-Wilk. The data for pet companionship (W = 0.751, p <.001), sense of
belongingness (W = 0.761, p < .001), and psychological well-being (W = 0.774, p <.001) were
not normally distributed, as their p-values were below the standard threshold of p = .05.

Boxplot. The boxplot for the three variables is presented in Appendix B, highlighting a
total of 12 outliers in pet companionship, sense of belongingness, and psychological well-being.
These outliers may contribute to the skewness of the data, potentially impacting the normality of
the distribution. Given their influence on statistical analyses, addressing these outliers is essential
to maintaining the accuracy and reliability of the results.

In conclusion, there were inconsistencies in the normality assessment, as skewness and
kurtosis indicated normality, whereas the Shapiro-Wilk test suggested non-normality for the

three variables. Hence, a bivariate normality test was conducted in the data analysis section to
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assess whether the joint distribution of two variables at a time followed a normal distribution
(see Table 4.4). The results of this test guided the selection of non-parametric correlation tests, as

all three bivariate normality results showed p-values < .001, indicating a non-normal distribution.

Data Analysis

Level of pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being among
emerging adults in Malaysia.

The classification of scores for pet companionship was based on the scale interpretation
by Zasloff (1996). According to this interpretation, respondents with scores between 18 and 27
were categorized as having a low level of pet comfort, those scoring between 28 and 35
experienced a moderate level, and scores ranging from 36 to 44 indicated a high level of pet
comfort. For the sense of belonging, score classification was determined using percentile
categorization, as the original author did not specify cutoff points. The median scores were 23
(Q1), 36 (Q2), and 54 (Q3), suggesting that a score between 11 and 23 reflected a low sense of
belonging, 24 to 36 indicated a moderate sense of belonging, and 37 to 72 represented a high
sense of belonging. Additionally, psychological well-being was classified following the scale
interpretation by Ryff (1995), where scores between 18 and 49 indicated a low level of
psychological well-being, 50 to 79 represented a moderate level, and scores above 80 signified a
high level of psychological well-being (see Table 3.2).

After determining the classification criteria for each variable, the Excel formula
“=IF(AW2>36,"high",IF(AW2>28,"medium","low"))” was applied to categorize the responses
into low, medium, or high levels. Subsequently, the formula “=COUNTIF(BB2:BB127,"low")”
was utilized to count the number of respondents falling into each classification level for the three

variables.
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As shown in Table 4.3, the classification of respondents based on their scores revealed
that 18 individuals (14.52%) were categorized as having low pet comfort, 38 of them (29.69%)
fell into the medium level, and 72 respondents (58.06%) were classified as having a high level of
pet comfort. Regarding the sense of belonging, 16 respondents (12.5%) were identified as having
a low sense of belonging, 10 of them (8.06%) were in the medium range, and the majority, 102
respondents (82.26%), exhibited a high sense of belonging. Lastly, in terms of psychological
well-being, 18 individuals (14.52%) were classified as having a low level, 16 respondents
(12.5%) fell into the medium category, and 94 of them (75.81%) were categorized as having a
high level of psychological well-being.

Therefore, the findings of the current study suggest that emerging adults in Malaysia

exhibit high levels of pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being.



Table 4. 3

59

Frequency Distribution of Pet Companionship, Sense of Belonging, and Psychological Well-

Being (n=128)

Variables % M SD Min Max
Pet Companionship 35.13 8.24 16 44
Low (<27) 18 14.52
Medium (<35) 38 29.69
High (>36) 72 58.06
Sense of Belonging
Low (<23) 16 12.5 54.06  13.72 24 72
Medium (<36) 10 8.06
High (>37) 102 82.26
Psychological Well-Being
Low (<49) 18 14.52 93.47 22.67 44 115
Medium (<79) 16 12.5
High (>80) 94 75.81

Note. n = number of respondents; % = percentage; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Min =

minimum; Max =maximum

There are significant relationship between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and

psychological well-being.

The assumptions for the Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient were met, including the

measurement of variables on a ratio scale, paired observations, and the presence of monotonic

relationships between variables. Additionally, the bivariate normality results for the relationship
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between pet companionship, sense of belonging, and psychological well-being indicated p-values
of less than .001 (see Table 4.4), indicating a violation of the normality assumption (p=.05).
Consequently, the Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient was appropriate to identify the
relationships among these variables.

Table 4. 4

Shapiro-Wilk Test for Bivariate Normality

Shapiro-Wilk p

Pet Companionship -  Sense of Belonging 0.889 <.001

Pet Companionship -  Psychological Well-Being ~ 0.895 <.001

Sense of Belonging -  Psychological Well-Being  0.913 <.001
Table 4.5

Spearman’s Correlations of Pet Companionship, Sense of Belonging, and Psychological Well-

Being
) Pet Sense of Psychological
Variable Companionship ~ Belonging Well-Being
1. Pet Spearman'’s -
Companionship rho
p-value —
2. Sensg of Spearman'’s 0.544%%* o
Belonging rho
p-value <.001 —
3. Psychological Spearman's ek *okk
Well-Being rho 0334 0.6% a
p-value .003 <.001 —

*p<.05 **p<.01, ***p<.001

Note. All tests were two-tailed.
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H1a: There is a significant relationship between pet companionship and a sense of belonging
among emerging adults in Malaysia.

The results of Spearman correlation in Table 4.5 showed rs (128) =544, p<.001. As rs p-
value was less than .05, the null hypothesis was rejected, supporting Hia. There was a statistically
significant positive relationship between the variables, which means the higher the pet
companionship, the higher the sense of belonging among emerging adults. According to
Guilford’s rule of thumb (1973), the effect size of .544 represents a moderate relationship
between these variables.

H1p: There is a significant relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-
being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

The results of Spearman correlation in Table 4.5 showed rs (128) =.334, p=.003. As rs p-
value was less than .05, the null hypothesis was rejected, supporting Hi,. There was a
statistically significant positive relationship between the variables, which means the greater the
pet companionship, the higher the psychological well-being among emerging adults. According
to Guilford’s rule of thumb (1973), the effect size 0f .334 represents a weak relationship between
these variables.

Hic: There is a significant relationship between a sense of belonging and psychological well-
being among emerging adults in Malaysia.

The results of Spearman correlation in Table 4.5 showed rs (128) =.636, p<.001. As rs p-
value was less than .05, the null hypothesis was rejected, supporting Hic. There was a statistically
significant positive relationship between the variables, which means the higher the sense of

belonging, the greater the psychological well-being among emerging adults. According to
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Guilford’s rule of thumb (1973), the effect size of .636 represents a moderate relationship
between these variables.

Hza: Pet companionship is able to predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in
Malaysia.

Based on Table 4.6, the assumptions of Simple Linear Regression (SLR) were met,
including a linear relationship between pet companionship and psychological well-being, a
normally distributed regression line, minimal or no multicollinearity, absence of autocorrelation,
and homoscedasticity. As shown in Table 4.7, there is no multicollinearity as the Tolerance in
the Collinearity Statistics is 1.000, which is not less than 0.1 or 0.01. The VIF is also 1.000,
which is not above 5 to 10. Additionally, the value in Durbin-Watson's showed 1.752 (see Table
4.6), which falls between 1.5 to 2.5, indicating no autocorrelation. Given that these assumptions
were satisfied, SLR was employed to assess the predictive power of pet companionship
(independent variable) on psychological well-being (dependent variable). The analysis was
conducted using a two-tailed test.

As presented in Table 4.8, the regression analysis showed a statistically significant result,
F(1,125) = 232.657, p < .001, indicating that the model significantly fits the data at an o level
of .05. According to Table 4.7, the identified equation to understand the relationship was:
psychological well-being= 2.211 (pet companionship) + 15.441. This equation can be used to
estimate individual psychological well-being scores based on pet companionship levels.
Furthermore, pet companionship (5=.807, p<.001) was reported to significantly predict
psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia. As shown in Table 4.6, the

adjusted R? value was .648, indicating that pet companionship explained 64.8% of the variance

2
in psychological well-being. The effect size was determined using the formula, f2? = 1fR2 =
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0.648
1-0.648

= 1.84. According to Cohen (1988), the effect size of f2=1.84 was very large. Therefore,

pet companionship was confirmed as a strong predictor of psychological well-being, supporting

the H2a_
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Table 4.6

Assumption Checks for SLR

Model Summary - BRIEF TOTAL

Durbin-Watson

Adjusted ) o
Model R R2 R? RMSE  Autocorrelation  Statistic p
Mo 0.000 0.000 0.000 22432  0.863 1.266 <.001
M 0.807 0.651 0.648 13.314  0.597 1.752 <.001

Table 4.7
Simple Linear Regression Coefficient

Coefficients

Collinearity
Statistics
Model Unstandardized  Standard Standardized t p Tolerance VIF
Error
Mo (Intercept) 93.315 1.991 46.879 <.001
M1 (Intercept) 15.441 5.240 2.947 0.004
SOBI-P 2.211 0.145 0.807 15.253 <.001  1.000 1.000

Total
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Table 4. 8

Simple Linear Regression Model

ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares  df Mean Square  F p
M. Regression  41244.121 1 41244.121 232.657 <.001
Residual 22159.281 125  177.274
Total 63403.402 126

Note. Dependent Variable= Psychological Well-Being; Predictors=Pet Companionship
Hab: Sense of belonging is able to predict psychological well-being among emerging adults in
Malaysia.

Based on Table 4.9, the assumptions of Simple Linear Regression (SLR) were satisfied,
including a linear relationship between a sense of belonging and psychological well-being, a
normally distributed regression line, minimal or no multicollinearity, absence of autocorrelation,
and homoscedasticity. As shown in Table 4.10, there is no multicollinearity as the Tolerance in
the Collinearity Statistics was 1.000, which is not less than 0.1 or 0.01. Similarly, the VIF was
1.000, remaining below the acceptable range of 5 to 10. Additionally, the Durbin-Watsons
statistic was 1.578 (see Table 4.9), falling within the range of 1.5 to 2.5, indicating no
autocorrelation. Since all assumptions were met, SLR was utilized to examine the predictive
power of a sense of belonging (independent variable) on psychological well-being (dependent
variable). The analysis was conducted using a two-tailed test.

As presented in Table 4.11, the regression analysis showed a statistically significant
result, F (1,125) = 644.661, p < .001, indicating that the model significantly fits the data at an a

level of .05. According to Table 4.10, the identified equation to understand the relationship was:
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psychological well-being= 1.483 (sense of belonging) + 13.344. This equation can be used to
estimate individual psychological well-being scores based on the sense of belonging levels.
Furthermore, the sense of belonging ($=.915, p<.001) was reported to significantly predict
psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia. As shown in Table 4.9, the
adjusted R? value was .836, indicating that the sense of belonging explained 83.6% of the
variance in psychological well-being. The effect size was determined using the formula, f? =

R* 0836
1-R?  1-0.836

= 5.10. According to Cohen (1988), the effect size of f2=5.10 considered very

large. Therefore, the sense of belonging was confirmed as a strong predictor of psychological

well-being, supporting the Hap.

Table 4.9

Assumption Checks for SLR

Model Summary - BRIEF TOTAL

Durbin-Watson

Adjusted ) o
Model R R2 R? RMSE  Autocorrelation  Statistic p
Mo 0.000 0.000 0.000 22.432  0.863 0.266 <.001

M 0.915 0.838 0.836 9.076 0.247 1.578 0.002
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Table 4. 10
Simple Linear Regression Coefficient

Coefficients

Collinearity
Statistics
Model Unstandardized  Standard Standardized t p Tolerance VIF
Error
Mo (Intercept) 93.315 1.991 46.879 <.001
M1 (Intercept) 13.344 3.251 4104 <.001
SOBI-P 1.483 0.058 0915 25390 <.001 1.000 1.0
Total 00
Table 4. 11
Simple Linear Regression Model
ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares  df Mean Square F p
M Regression  53106.104 1 53106.104 644.661 <.001
Residual 10297.297 125  82.378
Total 63403.402 126

Note. Dependent Variable= Psychological Well-Being; Predictors=Sense of Belonging
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Table 4. 12

Summary of Hypotheses Testing

Hypothesis Statistical Test Result

Hia Spearman Rank Correlation Rejected null hypothesis. Moderate
Coefficient positive relationship.

Hip Spearman Rank Correlation Rejected null hypothesis. Weak positive
Coefficient relationship.

Hic Spearman Rank Correlation Rejected null hypothesis. Moderate
Coefficient positive relationship.

Hza Simple Linear Regression Reject null hypothesis. Strong effect size.

Hab Simple Linear Regression Reject null hypothesis. Strong effect size.

Table 4.12 summarizes the hypothesis testing results in the current study. For the
correlation hypotheses (Hza, Hib, and Hac), the Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient indicated
significant positive relationships among all three variables. Additionally, the Simple Linear
Regression analysis (Hz2a and Hap) confirmed that both pet companionship and sense of belonging

were strong predictors of psychological well-being.
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion

Level of Pet Companionship, Sense of Belonging, and Psychological Well-Being

The high pet companionship level among Malaysian emerging adults (n=72) reflects a
broader societal shift toward recognizing animals as sources of emotional support and
nonjudgmental companionship in Malaysia. This bond contributes significantly to emotional
regulation (Huang et al., 2021), stress reduction (Borgi & Cirulli, 2022), and coping with
loneliness (Mueller et al., 2021). For society, it signals a growing openness to non-traditional
support systems and promotes greater empathy among the younger population which in turn

fosters a more emotionally resilient generation in the high-stress environment (Ji & Jin , 2023).

A heightened sense of belonging among Malaysian emerging adults (n=102) plays a vital
role in shaping a socially cohesive and mentally resilient population (Alaei et al., 2023).
Psychologically, individuals who feel accepted and connected are more likely to experience
higher self-esteem (Mazereel et al., 2021), emotional stability (Gillen-O’Neel, 2019), and lower
levels of anxiety or depression (Tholen et al., 2022). This fosters stronger community
engagement and healthier interpersonal relationships which can have long-term benefits on

mental health outcomes.

The generally high levels of psychological well-being (n=94) observed suggest that
Malaysia's emerging adults are becoming more aware of and proactive about their mental health.
Psychologically, individuals with higher well-being involve having a positive outlook and
satisfaction in life (Egcas et al., 2021), which are crucial in personal growth and autonomy

(Kundi et al., 2021). At the societal level, this reflects individuals who are more inclined to seek
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meaningful experiences and derive purpose from their roles (Oishi & Westgate, 2021), thereby

enhancing their contributions and promoting positive functioning across various aspects of life.

Pet Companionship and Sense of Belonging

A statistically significant positive correlation was found between pet companionship and
sense of belonging among emerging adults in Malaysia (r = .544, p <.001), providing support
for Hia. This suggests that emerging adults who share companionship with pets are more likely

to experience a stronger sense of belonging.

This finding aligns with previous research that underscores the emotional and social
support pets provide in various contexts such as grief (Cryer et al., 2021), post-traumatic stress
disorder (Cacciatore et al., 2021), and pandemic-related loneliness (Bussolari et al., 2021), all of
which contribute to a stronger sense of belonging. For instance, Clements et al. (2021) found that
pet owners often view their pets as substitutes for human interaction, offering a sense of purpose
and continuity that helps them maintain psychological stability and avoid life demotivation.
These findings support the current study’s results, suggesting that pet companionship offers a
meaningful relational connection, particularly when human support systems are limited or

inaccessible.

In the Malaysian context, urbanization may also explain the positive association between
pet companionship and a sense of belonging among emerging adults. The growing acceptance of
pet ownership, especially in urban areas, is supported by improved access to pet-friendly
housing, veterinary care, and pet-related services (Lim, 2025). This cultural shift has normalized
pets as part of daily life, particularly for emerging adults who migrate to cities for education or

employment (Puat et al., 2024). While such transitions increase autonomy, they may also lead to
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heightened feelings of isolation due to physical distance from family and pre-existing social
networks (Katrijn, 2023). In this regard, pets serve as social surrogates, fulfilling emotional

needs such as companionship, routine, and unconditional support.

Collectively, these findings suggest that pet companionship is increasingly recognized in
Malaysian societies as a legitimate and impactful relational support system that enhances

emotional connection and prevents psychological distress.

Pet Companionship and Psychological Well-Being

There was a statistically significant positive relationship (r=.334, p=.003) between pet
companionship and psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia, supporting
H1b. This suggests that individuals who experience higher levels of pet companionship tend to
report better psychological health outcomes, such as greater life satisfaction, emotional stability,
and purpose. This result is consistent with existing papers, where pet ownership has been
associated with increased positive affect and reduced levels of stress (Denis-Robichaud et al.,
2022), anxiety (Carr & Pendry, 2021), and depression (Zebrowska et al., 2023) which contribute

to psychological well-being.

According to Ellis et al. (2024), the positive relationship between pet companionship and
psychological well-being can be better understood through the lens of self-expansion theory
within the human-companion animal bond. Self-expansion theory posits that individuals are
intrinsically motivated to enhance their efficacy, self-concept, and identity through close
relationships that offer opportunities for growth and new perspectives (Aron et al., 2022). In this
context, pets often serve as non-judgmental, emotionally consistent companions who support this

self-expanding process by providing emotional comfort, routines of care, and a sense of
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responsibility (Ellis et al., 2024). These daily interactions foster purpose, emotional security, and
personal growth which are the key dimensions of psychological well-being (Freire et al., 2021).
For emerging adults navigating a critical stage of identity formation, such bonds can offer a

unique space for self-discovery through emotional and behavioral engagement.

Consequently, the relationship with pets becomes a meaningful part of the emerging
adults’ psychological toolkit, enhancing overall well-being through sustained emotional and

personal growth.

Sense of Belonging and Psychological Well-Being

There was a statistically significant positive relationship (r =.636, p <.001) between
sense of belonging and psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia, supporting
Hic. It can be justified through both psychological and cultural frameworks. This result aligns
with existing literature, which consistently highlights that a strong sense of belonging enhances
mental health outcomes by reducing feelings of isolation (Hadi & Farhad , 2023), promoting

emotional security (Dromgold-Sermen, 2020), and reinforcing self-worth (Stebleton et al., 2022).

Humans possess an inherent drive to form and sustain meaningful interpersonal
relationships, and when these belonging needs are unmet, it can lead to heightened anxiety,
depression, and feelings of alienation, ultimately compromising mental health (Gopalan et al.,
2021). This is particularly relevant in Malaysia’s collectivist culture, where social identity and
group affiliation are deeply embedded in society norms. Within such a context, a strong sense of
belonging not only fulfills relational needs but also serves as a psychological resource that

enhances resilience and mitigates vulnerability (Puranitee et al., 2022). Being part of social
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groups such as family, peers, or academic institutions reinforces one’s social identity and boosts

self-esteem through shared experiences, mutual recognition, and support.

Importantly, when these affiliations are perceived as meaningful and positive, emerging
adults are more likely to report higher levels of life satisfaction, self-worth, and optimism, all of

which are key dimensions of psychological well-being.

Pet Companionship Predict Psychological Well-Being

Based on the findings from the present study’s Simple Linear Regression (SLR), pet
companionship was found to be a statistically significant predictor ($=.807 , p<.001 ) of
psychological well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia, thereby supporting Hza. This
indicates that individuals who form meaningful bonds with their pets tend to report higher levels

of emotional support, personal fulfillment, and overall psychological health.

This finding has been supported by past research including during the COVID-19
pandemic (Amiot et al., 2022), pet promoting physical touch (Barcelos et al., 2023), and pet
encouraging emotional resilience (Barklam & Felisberti, 2022) which can benefit and predict
individual’s psychological well-being in a long run. Specifically, Ellis et al. (2024) emphasized
that pet companionship can significantly predict mental health outcomes through the perception
of pet insensitivity that is defined as the extent to which owners feel their pets are unresponsive
or inattentive to their emotional needs. While pets are commonly regarded as emotionally
supportive, when owners feel that their pets are indifferent or fail to meet their emotional
expectations, particularly during emotional distress, may reduce the efficacy of the pet-human
bond in promoting psychological well-being (Ellis et al., 2024). This is consistent with findings

by Hawkins et al. (2024), which highlighted the importance of owner—pet compatibility .
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Compatibility, in this context, refers to the alignment between an owner's personality and
lifestyle and the pet's characteristics (Bender et al., 2023). The study found that such
compatibility fosters harmonious relationships, thereby predicting greater psychological well-

being over time.

These findings suggest that not just the presence of a pet, but the quality of the relational
and emotional fit between pet and owner, plays a critical role in influencing mental health

outcomes.

Sense of Belonging Predict Psychological Well-Being

Based on the results of the current study’s Simple Linear Regression (SLR), sense of
belonging was found to be a statistically significant predictor (5=.915 , p<.001 ) of psychological
well-being among emerging adults in Malaysia, thereby supporting Has. This suggests that
individuals who feel more accepted, connected, and valued within their social environments are
more likely to experience greater emotional stability, life satisfaction, and overall mental

wellness.

The findings are consistent with existing literature supporting this predictive relationship
(Mellinger et al., 2023; Haim-L.itevsky et al., 2023; Prati & Cicognani, 2018). Baumeister and
Robson (2021) offer a powerful justification from a human evolutionary perspective, proposing
that the need to belong is not only a fundamental human drive but also a key predictor of
psychological well-being. Historically, social connectedness was crucial for survival where
individuals integrated into social groups were more likely to gain access to protection, resources,
and emotional support, whereas isolation increased vulnerability. Over time, this survival

advantage led to an internalized, biologically ingrained motivation to seek meaningful social
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bonds (Williams, 2021). In today’s context, especially among emerging adults, experiencing a
strong sense of belonging whether through family, peer groups, or institutional settings fosters a
sense of emotional security and self-worth. These feelings, in turn, predict greater emotional

resilience, life satisfaction, and overall psychological stability.

Therefore, the predictive power of belonging on psychological well-being reflects this
evolutionary imperative, where social bonds are not only beneficial but biologically necessary

for optimal mental functioning.

Implications of Study

Theoretical Implications

The theoretical framework underpinning this study was the PERMA model from
Seligman’s Well-Being Theory (2011). In brief, the theory identifies five core elements of well-
being which are Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment.
In this study, pet companionship was aligned with Positive Emotion, Relationships, and
Accomplishment, while sense of belonging was associated with Engagement and Meaning. The
findings of the study provided empirical support for this framework within the context of
Malaysian emerging adults, demonstrating that both pet companionship and a sense of belonging
significantly predict psychological well-being. The statistically significant correlations between
the three variables further reinforce the model’s applicability in diverse cultural and relational

contexts.

Unlike previous studies, this current research focuses on application of the PERMA

framework within a pet-based context, as opposed to the majority of existing articles that
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primarily emphasizes human relationships and interactions (Kovich et al., 2022; Khaw & Kern,
2015; Dorri Sedeh & Aghaei, 2024). Despite this difference, the findings demonstrated that the
PERMA model remains flexibly adapted across diverse contexts. Specifically, pets were shown
to foster positive emotions, supportive relationships, and a sense of accomplishment, just as
effectively as humans. These results highlight that non-human companionship can also play a
meaningful role in enhancing psychological well-being, reinforcing the versatility and

applicability of the PERMA model across different relational settings.

Practical Implications

By acknowledging the correlational, predictive relationship, and high level of pet
companionship, sense of belonging and psychological well-being among emerging adults. The
results potentially contribute to several stakeholders.

First, this research contributes to the growing body of knowledge on creative and
alternative therapeutic approaches within the guidance and counselling fields, particularly
Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) in Malaysia which is a field that remains largely
underexplored. The findings support the use of pet companionship as a beneficial intervention
for emerging adults’ clients who are experiencing low psychological well-being, loneliness, or a
diminished sense of belonging. By understanding this, counsellors and mental health
practitioners are encouraged to incorporate pet-assisted approaches or consider clients’
relationships with animals as part of their therapeutic process. This may help create more client-
centered, emotionally supportive, and engaging sessions, in order to enhance the therapeutic
alliance at the same time promote greater comfort and self-expression in sessions.

Furthermore, the study provides emerging adults themselves with self-awareness and

validation regarding the positive role of pets and social connectedness in maintaining their
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psychological well-being. Given that this life stage is often characterized by academic or career
pressure, and social transitions, recognizing the emotional benefits of pet companionship and a
strong sense of belonging can encourage healthier lifestyle choices. By this, emerging adults may
be more inclined to seek out meaningful relationships, engage in community-building activities,
or consider pet ownership as a coping mechanism to reduce stress and promote emotional
balance. These proactive steps can empower them to make informed decisions about their

lifestyle and support systems in ways that enhance their overall mental health.

From an academic and research perspective, the current study provides a valuable
foundation for further exploration into the fields of human—animal interaction, belonging, and
psychological well-being within the Malaysian context. The strong associations identified among
these variables highlight their relevance and encourage future researchers to expand upon these
findings. Consequently, it would deepen the understanding of how these constructs interact and
evolve, contributing to more culturally nuanced and evidence-based practices in mental health

and social research.

Limitations of the Study

One of the primary limitations of this study is its low external generalizability. The use of
purposive sampling resulted in an uneven distribution of demographic characteristics, such as
age, gender, and ethnicity, which may limit the applicability of the findings to the broader
population of Malaysian emerging adults. Additionally, the reliance on non-parametric statistical
methods due to violations of bivariate normality, potentially limits the ability to capture broader
population traits, further affecting the external validity of the results. Moreover, the mean age of

respondents was not recorded, which restricted a more detailed identification of potential
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variations in psychological well-being, pet companionship, and sense of belonging across
specific age subgroups.

Another notable limitation relates to the use of the instruments employed in the data
collection. Some respondents reported that certain questionnaire items were difficult to
understand or unacceptable, likely due to differences in cultural interpretations. In addition, the
length of the questionnaire which comprises a large number of items may have caused
respondent fatigue, leading to reduced attention and potentially affecting the accuracy and
reliability of the responses.

Lastly, the timing of data collection, primarily during the Chinese New Year festive
period, may have social desirability bias, impacting the accuracy of the findings. The generally
joyful and celebratory atmosphere could have influenced respondents to overreport positive
experiences or underreport psychological distress, which is a common issue in self-report data.
Interestingly, a UK-based study reported that over 17% of people experienced heightened
loneliness during festive periods, driven by idealized celebration and social comparison (Statista
Research Department, 2024), which in turn fostered feelings of disconnectedness if unable to
meet the expectation (Gunn, 2021). This suggests that emotional responses during such periods
are often complex and not always aligned with outward expressions, which may skew the results,

particularly in a research context focused on psychological well-being.

Recommendations for Future Research

There are several recommendations for future research to avoid the similar limitation in
this study.
To address the issue of low external generalizability, future research should consider

using probability sampling techniques, such as stratified sampling to ensure more balanced
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demographic representation across age, gender, and ethnicity. This approach would enhance the
external validity and make the findings more representative of the broader emerging adult
population in Malaysia. Recording the exact mean age of respondents in future studies is also
crucial to allow for a more nuanced analysis of subgroups within the emerging adult population.
Additionally, researchers are encouraged to explore mixed-method or case study designs, such as
single-case or longitudinal studies, to gain in-depth insights into psychological changes over time

within specific age groups.

Following that, future research should focus on modifying or adapting existing
measurement instruments to better align with the Malaysian cultural context. This may include
conducting Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) to refine constructs and minimize the number of
items (Surucd et al., 2024). Simplifying language and shortening lengthy questionnaires
supported by expert validation and pre-testing can help minimize respondent fatigue and improve
data quality. To further ensure respondents engagement and focus, control questions can also be

integrated into the questionnaire design (Rumble, 2023).

To minimize social desirability bias particularly may peak arising in festive seasons,
future research should carefully consider the timing of data collection to avoid emotionally
heightened periods. Administering surveys during more neutral periods is likely to yield more
accurate and authentic reflections of respondents’ psychological states. Furthermore, employing
a mixed-methods approach that integrates both qualitative and quantitative data can offer a more
comprehensive and contextually grounded understanding of the phenomenon under study. This
triangulation method enhances the reliability and validity of findings, particularly when assessing

subjective constructs such as psychological well-being.
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Conclusion

In brief, this study provided meaningful insights and justifications regarding the levels,
relationship, and predictive effects of pet companionship and sense of belonging on the
psychological well-being of emerging adults in Malaysia. The findings support the applicability
of the PERMA model, particularly by integrating pet-related factors into the components in
promoting well-being. Despite its contributions, the study has several limitations that warrant
cautious interpretation; thus, future research is encouraged to build upon these findings using
more diverse methodologies and populations. Overall, the study holds significant implications
for mental health professionals, emerging adults, and scholars by supporting the development of
culturally sensitive interventions that foster psychological well-being through human—animal

bonds and a strengthened sense of belonging.
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Appendices

Appendix A: PPMC Sample Size Calculation

B G*Power 3.1.9. — pe

File Edit View Tests Calculator Help
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Central and noncentral distributions Praotocal of power analyses
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Test family Statistical test

Exact e Correlation: Bivariate normal model '
Type of power analysis

A priori: Compute required sample size - given o, power, and effect size w

Input Parameters Output Parameters

| Tail(s) Two ~ Lower critical r -0.2060976
Determine == | Correlation p H1 Upper critical r 0.2060976

ol err prob 0.05 Total sample size a1
Power (1-p err prob) 0.80 Actual power 0.8041989
| Correlation p HO 0

Options X-Y plot for a range of values



Appendix B: Boxplot
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Appendix D: JASP Output for Reliability in Pilot Study

Pet Companionship

Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.867
95% CI lower bound 0.774
95% CI upper bound 0.927

Sense of Belonging
Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.940
95% CI lower bound 0.841
95% CI upper bound 0.962

Psychological Well-Being
Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.684
95% CI lower bound 0.619

95% CI upper bound 0.745
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Appendix E: JASP Output for Reliability in Actual Study

Pet Companionship

Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.947
95% CI lower bound 0.935
95% CI upper bound 0.972

Sense of Belonging
Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.964
95% CI lower bound 0.959
95% CI upper bound 0.976

Psychological Well-Being
Frequentist Scale Reliability Statistics

Estimate Cronbach’s a
Point Estimate 0.851
95% CI lower bound 0.837

95% CI upper bound 0.879




Appendix F: JASP Output for Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient

Shapiro-Wilk Test for Bivariate Normality

Shapiro-Wilk p

123

CCAS TOTAL - SOBI-P TOTAL 0.889 <.001
CCAS TOTAL -  BRIEFTOTAL 0.895 <.001
SOBI-P TOTAL - BRIEFTOTAL 0.913 <.001
Spearman’s Correlations
Variable CCAS SOBI-P BRIEF
TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
1. CCASTOTAL  -pearmans _
rho
p-value —
2. SOBI-P Spearman's
TOTAL rho 0-544 o
p-value <.001 —
3. BRIEF Spearman's
TOTAL ho 0.334 0.636 —
p-value .003 <.001 —
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Appendix G: JASP Output for Hza Simple Linear Regression

Model Summary - BRIEF TOTAL

Durbin-Watson

Model R R? Adjusted R2  RMSE  Autocorrelation  Statistic  p
Mo 0.000 0.000 0.000 22.432  0.863 0.266 <.001
M 0.807 0.651 0.648 13.314  0.597 0.752 <.001

Note. M includes CCAS TOTAL

ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares  df Mean Square  F p
M Regression  41244.121 1 41244121 232.657 <.001
Residual 22159.281 125 177.274
Total 63403.402 126

Note. M includes CCAS TOTAL
Note. The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.

Coefficients

Model Unstandardized Standard Standardized t p
Error
Mo (Intercept) 93.315 1.991 46.879 <.001
M, (Intercept) 15.441 5.240 2.947 0.004
CCAS
TOTAL 2.211 0.145 0.807 15.253 <.001
Descriptives
N Mean SD SE

BRIEF TOTAL 127 93.315 22432 1991
CCASTOTAL 127 35.228 8.185 0.726

Collinearity Diagnostics

Variance Proportions
Model Dimension  Eigenvalue  Condition Index  (Intercept) CCAS TOTAL

M 1 1.974 1.000 0.013 0.013
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Collinearity Diagnostics

Variance Proportions
Model Dimension  Eigenvalue  Condition Index  (Intercept) CCAS TOTAL
2 0.026 8.757 0.987 0.987
Note. The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.




126

Appendix H: JASP Output for Ha, Simple Linear Regression

Model Summary - BRIEF TOTAL

Durbin-Watson

Model R R? Adjusted Rz RMSE  Autocorrelation  Statistic  p
Mo 0.000 0.000 0.000 22.432  0.863 0.266 <.001
M 0915 0.838 0.836 9.076 0.247 1.478 0.002

Note. M includes SOBI-P TOTAL

ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares  df Mean Square  F p
M, Regression  53106.104 1 53106.104 644.661 <.001
Residual 10297.297 125  82.378
Total 63403.402 126

Note. M includes SOBI-P TOTAL
Note. The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.

Coefficients
Model Unstandardized Standard Standardized t p
Error
Mo (Intercept) 93.315 1.991 46.879 <.001
M (Intercept) 13.344 3.251 4.104 <.001
SOBI-P
TOTAL 1.483 0.058 0.915 25.390 <.001
Descriptives
N Mean SD SE

BRIEF TOTAL 127 93315 22432 1991
SOBI-P TOTAL 127 53.921 13.842 1.228

Collinearity Diagnostics

Variance Proportions
Model  Dimension  Eigenvalue  Condition Index  (Intercept)  SOBI-P TOTAL

M, 1 1.969 1.000 0.016 0.016
2 0.031 7.947 0.984 0.984

Note. The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.
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