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ABSTRACT. The relationship between humans and animals is
a bond that resembles the relationship between humans and
family members. To better understand this relationship, we
presented 122 undergraduates (18- to 22-year-olds) with 3
moral dilemmas in which they were forced to save their pet
or a human (infant, 40-year-old, or 80-year-old) from death.
We hypothesized that the older the human in the scenario,
the more likely participants would be to choose saving their
pet. We also hypothesized that women were more likely than
men to save the pet than the human. A 3 x 2 mixed Analysis
of Variance was performed to analyze the data. Our findings
suggest that both age and sex influence people’s saving
preference. Although most participants indicated a preference
for saving humans over pets, participants were more likely to
save their pet as human age increased (p < .001), and women
were more likely than men to save the pet (p = .037). The
findings from this study shed light on human-animal
relationships, suggesting that some people value their pet’s
life over human lives.
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any humans develop strong emotional
bonds to their pets. Some have argued
that pets have the ability to function as
a surrogate child to families (Alexander, 1987).
Similarly, Hume (1978) explained that humans
can connect with animals as if they were a fellow
human acquaintance, friend, or family member.
The purpose of the present study was to analyze
the strength of the relationship that humans have
with their pets by presenting participants with moral
dilemmas in which they were asked to save their
pet or a human.
Moral decision-making scenarios have been the
basis of numerous research studies on moral reasoning (e.g., Topolski, Weaver, Martin, & McCoy, 2013).
In some classic scenarios, research participants were
asked to choose whether to kill one individual in
order to save a larger group of people. For instance,
in the trolley dilemma, a trolley heads toward five
workers, and a participant, as a bystander, has the
option to pull a switch that will divert the direction

Open Data badge earned
for transparent research
practices. Data are
available at https://osf.io/
mtsvy/

of the trolley (Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1985). If the
switch is pulled, instead of heading toward the five
workers, the trolley will go toward one worker.
Many studies have examined the effect of the
character’s age in the scenario on moral decision
making (Burnstein, Crandall, & Kitayama, 1994;
Kawai, Kubo, & Kubo-Kawai, 2014; Li, Vietri,
Galvani, & Chapman, 2010). For instance, when
presented with the trolley scenario, participants
were more likely to save younger individuals than
older individuals (Kawai et al., 2014). Kawai et al.
(2014) suggested that, when an older adult dies, the
survivors experience shallow grief because they may
think that the older adult had lived a long, healthy
life. They referred to this reaction as “granny
dumping.” In a related study, researchers gave
participants a scenario in which three people of
varying age were each in a room of a burning house
(Burnstein et al., 1994). Participants were asked to
rank which person they were most likely and least
likely to save. They found that participants were
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most inclined to save the younger individuals in the
scenario. Similarly, researchers found that, when
there was a limited supply of a vaccine, participants
opted to supply the vaccine to younger individuals
rather than older individuals (Li et al., 2010).
Although the age of the character influences
moral decision making, participants’ sex also
plays a significant role. Research has supported
the notion that women tend to elicit a stronger
emotional response when reading moral dilemmas
(Bampton & Maclagan, 2009; Friesdorf, Conway,
& Gawronski, 2015). For example, in a retail scam
scenario, women deemed it unacceptable to deceive
customers, whereas men thought this to be appropriate behavior (Bampton & Maclagan, 2009). The
researchers concluded that women have a “care”
orientation, meaning that they tend to care more
about a human’s well-being.
In addition to exploring the effects of age
and sex on moral decision making, researchers
have explored the bonds between humans and
their pets. Previous research found that, when
participants were presented with a dilemma in
which there was a limited supply of a drug, nearly
all the participants said that they would give their
pet, rather than a stranger, the drug under at least
one circumstance (Cohen, 2002). In a related
study, researchers examined the likelihood that
one would save an animal’s life over a human life
(Topolski et al., 2013). Specifically, Topolski et al.
(2013) manipulated the degree of relatedness to
the participant (i.e., sibling, grandparent, close
friend, distant cousin, hometown stranger, and
foreign tourist) and measured the effect of relatedness on participants’ likelihood of saving a human
or their pet. The results indicated that participants
were far more likely to save their own pet when
the closeness of the given individual became less
personal (i.e., a foreign tourist). Moreover, women
were more likely to save their own pet than men, but
only for nonimmediate family members. Perhaps
this is not a surprising finding because pets tend to
elicit strong empathy levels, especially for women
(Angantyr, Eklund, & Hansen, 2011). Interestingly,
previous research has found that women interact
with their pets in a more “motherly way” than men
(Prato-Previde, Fallani, & Valsecchi, 2006).
Although Topolski et al. (2013) and Cohen
(2002) presented moral dilemmas in which
human and animal lives were at risk, their studies
lacked scenarios testing the effect of the age of the
human on moral decision making. Also, although
Kawai et al. (2014) investigated how age affects the

likeliness to save other humans, their study did not
include pets. To address this gap in the literature,
we conducted a study to examine how the likelihood of saving a pet over a human is influenced
by participant sex and the age of the human in the
scenario. All participants read three scenarios, each
with a different human age (i.e., infant, 40-year-old,
and 80-year-old). We predicted that, as the age of
the person increased, participants would be more
likely to save their pet over the human. In addition,
we predicted that women would choose to save their
pet over the human more often than men.

Method
Participants
One hundred twenty-two 18- to 22-year-old undergraduates (90 women, 31 men, 1 unknown)
enrolled at a small liberal arts college in the
northeastern United States participated. Eightyfour percent of the participants owned pets. We
recruited participants by using Sona-Systems,
and they received partial course credit for their
participation.
Design
We used a 3 (age of person in scenario: infant,
40-year-old, or 80-year-old) x 2 (sex of participant:
male or female) mixed factorial design. The dependent variable was saving preference.
Materials and Procedure
Before conducting the study, we received approval
from the Stonehill College institutional review
board (#2016-17-03). Upon entering the laboratory
room, participants were greeted and presented
with an informed consent form to sign. Then,
participants were brought into separate rooms
where they had as much time as they needed to
complete the study. Participants received three
different scenarios, which were modified versions
of a scenario used in previous research (Topolski
et al., 2013). We presented the following scenario:
If you do not own a pet, imagine you do
own a pet for all the following scenarios. A
bus is traveling down a busy street. Your pet
runs out in front of the bus. Unfortunately,
at the same time an infant crawls out in
front of the bus. Neither your pet nor the
infant has enough time to get out of the
way of the bus. It is clear given the speed
of the bus, it will kill whichever one it hits.
You only have time to save one. Who would
you save?
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Using a 4-point scale (1 = definitely save the
infant, 2 = probably save the infant, 3 = probably save
my pet, and 4 = definitely save my pet), participants
indicated if they would save the human or their
pet. The scenario was then presented two more
times, but “infant” was replaced with “40-year-old”
or “80-year-old.” We counterbalanced the order in
which the ages were presented, and participants
were randomly assigned to the orders.
After completing the scenarios, participants
completed a 5-item questionnaire that consisted of
questions about their sex, pet ownership, and what
they imagined while reading the scenarios. Finally,
we debriefed and dismissed the participants.

Results
We excluded two participants from the analysis. One participant declined to answer the sex
question, and one participant did not respond
to one of the scenarios. A 3 x 2 mixed Analysis
of Variance was performed on the remaining
participants’ scores to determine if the age of
the human presented in the scenario and the sex
of the participant influenced saving preference.
Our data violated the assumption of sphericity.
TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations of
Saving Preference for Participant Sex and Age
of Human in Scenario
Men

Women

All

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Infant

1.26 (0.58)

1.45 (0.67)

1.40 (0.65)

40-year-old

1.71 (0.82)

2.14 (0.96)

2.03 (0.94)

80-year-old

1.97 (0.98)

2.34 (0.98)

2.24 (0.99)

All

1.65 (0.69)

1.97 (0.77)

1.88 (0.94)

Age
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Saving preference as a function of participant sex and age of human in scenario.

Therefore, we used the Greenhouse-Geisser correction. Table 1 shows the pattern of means. As
predicted, there was a significant main effect of
age F(1.88, 221.22) = 56.02, p < .001, partial η2
= 0.322 (see Figure 1). Participants’ likelihood
of saving the pet increased as the age of the
human increased. Pairwise comparisons using the
Bonferroni adjustment revealed that all the differences among the three ages were statistically
significant (p < .005). There was also a significant
main effect of sex, F(1, 118) = 4.44, p = .037, partial
η2 = 0.036. Overall, women were more likely to save
the pet than the human. The interaction between
sex and the age of human was not significant,
F(1.88, 221.22) = 1.24, p = .291, partial η2 = 0.01.
In addition to the above analysis, we calculated
saving percentages. If participants chose either
“definitely save the human” or “probably save the
human,” they received a 0. If participants chose
either “definitely save my pet” or “probably save my
pet,” they received a 1. Then, using these scores, we
computed saving percentages for each age category.
Overall, participants chose to save the pet over the
80-year-old 40% of the time. Participants chose to
save the pet over the 40-year-old 33% of the time.
Finally, they chose to save the pet over the infant
only 6% of the time.

Discussion
The results supported both hypotheses. Although
most participants indicated a preference for saving
humans over pets, participants’ saving preference
was significantly influenced by the age of the human
in the scenario. As the age of the human increased,
participants were more inclined to save their pet
over the human. Additionally, our data supported
the prediction that women would be more likely
to save their pet than men, but the effect size was
small.
Overall, the current findings fit well with past
research on moral judgments involving pets and
humans. Topolski et al. (2013) manipulated degree
of relatedness and found that participants were far
more likely to save their own pet when the closeness of the given individual became less personal.
Similarly, we found that participants were more
likely to save their own pet as the age of the human
increased. A comparison of the two studies indicates
that the infant in the current study elicited a similar
saving percentage as the sibling in Topolski et al.,
and the 80-year-old in the current study elicited a
similar saving percentage as the foreign tourist in
Topolski et al. Furthermore, in both studies, women
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were more likely to choose to save the pet than men.
These results are not surprising because previous research has demonstrated effects of both
age and sex on saving preference. Our data align
with the “granny dumping” concept (Kawai et al.,
2014) because participants were more likely to
abandon the human as age increased. Alexander
(1987) suggested that participants often have more
empathy for younger children because they tend
to be more helpless. Therefore, the infant in the
moral dilemma might have elicited a great deal of
sympathy due to the infant’s helpless demeanor.
Furthermore, Angantyr et al. (2011) demonstrated
that, when a pet and human are in danger, the
pet tends to elicit at least as much empathy as the
human. Drawing from these results, it is easy to
understand why, in every age group, at least one
participant chose to save the pet.
In addition to age, participant sex played a
small role in the moral decision making process.
The data we gathered aligned with Prato-Previde et
al. (2006) in that women may have a more parentallike bond and maternal instinct with their pet than
men do, which may lead to women’s tendency to
grieve more over the loss of a pet than men would
(Wrobel & Dye, 2003). However, it is not surprising
that, regardless of participant sex, all participants
were more likely to save the infant over the pet, as
the loss of a younger life elicits more grief.
Our research had some limitations. First, we
relied on a convenience sample of college-aged
participants. And although we had a large sample
size, we tested three times as many women as men,
and we did not account for participants’ ethnic or
racial group. Overall, these sampling issues threaten
the external validity of our study. Second, although
we measured pet ownership, our sample of nonpet
owners was too small, so we could not analyze these
data. Last, we used hypothetical moral dilemmas
to study participants’ moral decision making. This
has been the standard methodology for examining
moral cognition, but recent research has suggested
that participants’ responses to these moral dilemmas may not correlate with how they would act in
real-life situations (Bostyn, Sevenhant, & Roets,
2018).
To address some of these limitations, future
studies could rely on stratified random sampling to
recruit an equal number of men and women from
a variety of settings. Also, future studies should
compare pet owners to nonpet owners. Moreover,
researchers should manipulate degree of relatedness (i.e., family member, stranger) and age in the

same study. For example, participants could be
asked to choose between saving their pet or their
infant, 40-year-old parent, 80-year-old grandparent,
or strangers of the same ages. An additional study
could present both the human and the pet in the
scenario as “strangers” to see how that affects participants’ decision making. Finally, future research
should replace hypothetical moral dilemmas with
more realistic situations so that participants’ actual
moral behavior is measured (Bostyn et al., 2018).
In summary, our research indicated that both
age and sex influence people’s saving preference.
Understanding the influence that human age has
in moral dilemmas is an important factor when
considering the bonds that humans have with
animals. Although the human and pet bond is very
strong, the value that humans hold toward younger
individuals outweighs that of pets. Furthermore,
our data also suggests that sex plays a role in the
bonds that people have with their pets. Although
most participants chose to save the human over
the pet, women were more likely to choose to save
the pet than men. Future studies should extend
these findings to real-word settings to improve our
understanding of moral behavior.
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