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The current study represents the first quantitative investigation of the psychological rami- 
fications of euthanasia-related work. Results indicate that perceived euthanasia-related 
strain is prevalcnt among shelter employees and is associated with increased levels of gen- 
eral job stress, work-to-family conflict, somatic complaints, and substance use; and with 
lower levels of job satisfaction. Analyses provide evidence that euthanasia-related work 
has a significant negative relation with employee well-being independent of its relation 
with generalized job stress. Exploratory analyses also suggest that individual, work, and 
organizational ditrerences may influence the level of perceived stress and appear to be 
associated with certain aspects of employee well-being. The need for future research of 
this topic and its relcvance to a wide range of applied psychologists is discussed. 

It’s very dificult when we are inundated from spring until fall. 
Every single person who walks through the door has one more litter 
of kittens. And you only have X number of cages in your facility, 
and they are already full. So the animal may come in the front door 
and go out the back door in a barrel. (Shelter employee, as reported 
in Arluke & Sanders, 1996) 

I think it’s [animal euthanasia] made me an angry person. I want to 
be alone most of the time. I drink sometimes to numb the stress of 
the day. 1 eat and sleep more than I feel I need. I used to feel that my 
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work was helping “save” the world. Not anymore. It  doesn’t seem 
to end. Although 1 believe that euthanasia isn’t the worst thing that 
can happen to an animal, it’s taking a toll on my life! (Anonymous 
shelter employee, personal communication, April 6,2002) 

The magnitude of pet overpopulation in the United States appears to make 
animal euthanasia a tragic and necessary reality. Each year, an estimated 4 to 12 
million companion animals are euthanized (cf. “HSUS pet overpopulation esti- 
mates,” 2000; Nassar, Talboy, & Moulton, 1992; Olson, 1990). Although some 
have medical problems severe enough to preclude adoption and warrant euthana- 
sia, many of the animals euthanized are healthy but unwanted. 

Most typically, the job of performing euthanasia on unwanted animals falls in 
the hands of animal-shelter workers. Though no large-scale effort has been made 
to investigate this population, numerous ethnographic investigations and media 
reports have suggested that individuals performing animal euthanasia are at 
increased risk of emotional mismanagement, physical ailments such as high 
blood pressure and ulcers, unresolvcd grief, depression, as well as substance 
abuse and even suicide (e.g., Arluke, 1994; Arluke & Sanders, 1996; Fogle & 
Abrahamson, 1990; Frommer & Arluke, 1999; Hart & Mader, 1995; Rollin, 
1986; Sanders, 1995; “Shelter workers,” 2000). 

These anecdotal reports certainly seem to suggest that shelter workers are 
experiencing a severe form of work strain stemming from what Arluke ( 1  994) 
calls a caring-killingparudox. That is, if suitable homes are not found in a timely 
manner, shelter workers are expected to euthanize animals for which they have 
been providing care and protection. Consistent with this notion, Rollin ( 1  986) 
argued that shelter workers are exposed to a type of stressor qualitatively differ- 
ent from the typical types of physical, task, and role-process stressors studied in 
the work-stress literature: a “moral” stressor. Namely, shelter workers, most of 
whom enter the occupation because they want to help animals (Rollin, 1986), are 
faced with a daily contradiction between their ideal occupational selves (i.e., pro- 
tectors of animals) and the reality of having to kill healthy but unwanted animals. 
The effects of this stressor are likely to be amplified given the social stigma 
attached to the killing of companion animals. 

There is reason to believe that the thousands of people charged with perform- 
ing animal euthanasia in the United States are a potentially at-risk population. In 
view of the magnitude of the pet overpopulation problem, limitations on govern- 
mental and private funding for the creation of shelter facilities, and the persis- 
tence of pet abandonment and relinquishment, the need for performing 
euthanasia is unlikely to decrease in the near fiiture. Taken together, it behooves 
applied psychologists to address the dearth of substantive empirical research 
aimed at understanding and helping individuals and shelter management deal 
with euthanasia-related issues. 
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As the first quantitative investigation of this topic, the purpose of the current 
study is to gain preliminary empirical evidence of the prevalence and correlates 
ofeuthanasia-related strain among shelter workers. As any single field study in a 
new area of inquiry can make only limited advances, a secondary purpose of this 
study is to sensitize the applied research community to this unique population 
and to provide a stepping stone for the additional research required to understand 
fully the psychological ramifications of performing animal euthanasia. 

The Present Study 

Given the dearth of prior research, the nature of this study is necessarily 
somewhat exploratory. That is, the purpose is to discover new information about 
a previously unstudied phenomenon. Thus, our first goal is to obtain descriptive 
data regarding animal-shelter employees’ perceptions of euthanasia-related 
strain3 (ERS) on their well-being. Specifically, we are interested in obtaining a 
quantitative index of the prevalence of ERS. 

Research Question 1. To what extent do animal-shelter employees 
report experiencing euthanasia-related strain? 

Although description of the prevalence of perceived ERS is a usehl first step 
in this area of research, it is important to establish whether performing euthanasia 
is related to the well-being of shelter employees. As discussed earlier, there is 
good reason to conceive of euthanasia-related work as a particular type of work 
stressor that influences well-being. Prior research in the general work stress litera- 
ture has demonstrated clearly that specific types of work-related stressors are sig- 
nificantly associated with negative indicators of individual well-being (e.g., Burke 
& Greenglass, 1999; Frone, Yardley, & Markel, 1997; Kossek & Ozeki, 1998; 
Netemeyer, Boles, & McMurrian, 1996). For example, work-related strain is asso- 
ciated with alcohol abuse (Frone, 2000; Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1997), somatic 
complaints and illness (Hoiberg, 1982), lower job satisfaction (Cooper & Roden, 
1985), and increased work-to-family conflict (e.g., Netemeyer et al., 1996). With 
this research in mind, a reasonable starting point is to suggest that euthanasia- 
related strain, though likely unique, is associated with similar outcomes. 

Hypothesis I .  Individuals involved in euthanasia activities, in com- 
parison to shelter workers not involved in euthanasia activities, 

3We choose to use the term strain (rather than stress) for two reasons. First, our measure of the 
construct assesses the outcomes of the perceptions of stress, rather than the perception itself. Whereas 
stress typically refers to the appraisal process itself, strain is used typically to refer to the psychologi- 
cal manifestation of stress exposure. Second, we felt a distinction in terminology would facilitate con- 
ceptual distinction between euthanasia-related stress effects from those of general work stress. 
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will experience more work-to-family conflict, somatic complaints, 
substance use, and work stress, as well as less job satisfaction. 

A more indirect, but still worthwhile, approach to examining the potential 
impact of euthanasia activities is to assess how perceived ERS relates to well- 
being variables. Once again, given what we know about general stress and well- 
being, it seems reasonable to hypothesize similar relationships with perceived 
ERS. 

Hypothesis 2. Perceived ERS will be associated positively with 
work-to-family conflict, somatic complaints, and substance use; 
and negatively with overall job satisfaction. 

Much like the theories of job satisfaction, which state that specific facets of 
work satisfaction influence the overall evaluation of global job satisfaction 
(Smith, Kendall, & Hulin, 1969), we expect that euthanasia-related activities will 
be one of the many work stressors experienced by individuals that aggregate in 
the perception of overall work stress. 

Hypothesis 3. Those who perceive higher levels of ERS will report 
higher overall stress. 

However, we have argued that ERS arises from a qualitatively distinct type of 
work stressor. Thus, although related to overall work stress, we would expect 
ERS to show relationships with indicators of well-being independent of overall 
stress. 

Hypothesis 4. Perceived ERS will be associated positively with 
work-to-family conflict, somatic complaints, and substance use; 
and negatively with overall job satisfaction after controlling for the 
variance as a result of overall work stress. 

Despite the potential seriousness of euthanasia-related influences on employee 
well-being, only a few qualitative studies have provided information suggestive of 
factors that might influence the degree of ERS experienced. Thus, in addition to 
investigating the relationship between ERS and other indicators of well-being and 
stress, we seek to explore relevant individual, work, and shelter differences that 
are related to individual differences in perceived ERS, overall work stress, job sat- 
isfaction, work-to-family conflict, somatic complaints, and substance use.4 

41t is important to mention that this part of the investigation was gcnerally more exploratory in 
nature. This was not the focus of our research. Survey length had to be balanced with practicality 
issues. The tradeof’ between survey length and response rate-and thus the addition and subtraction 
of survey content-was vicwed as a zero-sum game. 
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With regard to individual differences, in addition to demographic variables 
(age, gender, euthanasia-related work tenure), we investigate how an employee’s 
attitudes toward euthanasia as a practice relate to ERS and well-being. We drew 
on the general attitude literature to hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 5. A more favorable attitude toward the necessity of 
euthanasia will be associated with lower ERS and more positive 
indicators of well-being. 

That is, an individual who holds a set of beliefs leading to a greater acceptance of 
euthanasia (e.g., “Euthanasia is a better alternative than what unwanted animals 
would otherwise experience”) will experience less negative reactions to perform- 
ing euthanasia than will a person who evaluates euthanasia as less acceptable. 
Note, however, that we make no a priori assumptions about direction of causality. 
Our study only addresses the magnitude of the relation, not the direction of influ- 
ence. 

Similarly, we are interested in understanding work and organizational dif- 
ferences that may be associated with reactions to performing euthanasia. For 
example, many methods exist for performing euthanasia. However, the use of a 
number of methods is discouraged because of extensive animal suffering (cf. 
American Veterinary Medical Association, 1993). White and Shawhan’s (1 996) 
analysis of interview data suggested that the degree of worker distress and the 
amount of apparent emotional or physical suffering of the animal (as a result of 
the euthanasia method) are interrelated. Additionally, their analysis also indicated 
that employee distress might be associated with the number of animals eutha- 
nized in a single day. This suggests that the euthanasia process, facilities, and 
method used may have an important impact on worker well-being. This leads to 
our second research question: 

Research Question 2.  What euthanasia-related work characteristics 
are associated with the reported level of ERS and indicators of 
well-being? 

Pilot interviews with animal-shelter employees suggested that shelter characteris- 
tics also might influence the outcomes of interest. For example, it is possible that 
employees working in larger shelters have a larger social support network (e.g., 
coworkers) than do employees working in very small shelters. Likewise, larger 
shelters may have more financial resources for housing animals longer, thus 
reducing the impact of euthanasia; or may be more able to provide training and 
counseling for employees. These suggestions imply that it is reasonable to look 
for organizational characteristics associated with differences in perceived ERS 
and employee well-being. 
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Research Question 3. Are the shelter characteristics of size and 
type (private shelter vs. government/municipal shelter) associated 
with differences in perceived ERS and employee well-being? 

Method 

Sample 

As part of an external grant from the Humane Society of the United States 
(HSUS) to study ERS among animal-shelter workers, we gained access to two 
waves of data from individuals involved with animal welfare and control. Given 
the time lag between the two waves, we were able to conduct some preliminary 
analyses on the data collected in the first wave. These analyses prompted a few 
modifications (additions and deletions) to the survey used to collect the Wave 2 
data. For most analyses, the two waves were combined to maximize statistical 
power.5 

Where specified, a few analyses involved data from only one of the two 
waves. Wave 1 data were collected at the annual Animal Care Expo in Dallas, 
Texas, in March 2001; while Wave 2 data were collected at the 2002 Expo held in 
Miami Beach, Florida. The Animal Care Expo is the largest annual gathering of 
animal care and control professionals and volunteers in the world, attended by a 
diverse group of people who have an interest in the humane sheltering, care, con- 
trol, rescue, and protection of domestic and wild animals (“Shelter pages,” 2001). 

Expo attendees were informed about the study during the introductory ple- 
nary session (e.g., purpose, anonymity). No direct incentive or remuneration was 
provided to participants. All conference attendees who expressed an interest were 
allowed to complete the survey (respondents skipped survey sections that were 
not relevant to them). To allay self-selection bias among conference attendees, 
the research was advertised as a study about animal euthanasia issues and opin- 
ions in general, rather than a study about ERS per se. All conference attendees 
were encouraged to participate, regardless of their involvement with or knowl- 
edge of animal euthanasia. 

In total, 491 attendees completed the survey (n  = 358 for Wave I ;  n = 133 for 
Wave 2). Calculation of response rates is exceedingly difficult. For example, 
although approximately 1,400 people registered for the 200 1 Expo, it is unclear 
how many actually attended (not everyone who is registered checks in; not every- 
one attending is actually registered), how many were animal-shelter workers (a 

sour  decision to treat the two waves as a single data set was supported by analysis of individual 
and work-related demographics, which revealed no significant differences at thep < .05 fevel. Further 
analysis for mean differences on the stress and well-being variables also failed to show any signifi- 
cant differences. 
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wide variety of professionals associated with all aspects of animal care attend 
Expo), or how many of these happened to attend the session when our study was 
announced (there is no accurate accounting of session attendance). 

Given the large variety of people attending Expo, the data were coded to form 
two groups. As our primary purpose was to individuals working in animal shel- 
ters, the main group consisted of individuals who reported working in an animal 
shelter and who were involved directly in euthanasia activities ( n  = 220). The 
second group consisted of people working in animal-shelter environments, but 
who were not involved in euthanasia activities ( n  = 11 5). Individuals not working 
in a shelter environment were excluded from the current analyses. Table 1 pro- 
vides descriptive information for the sample used in the current analyses. 

Measures 

Given that this survey was administered within the context of a professional 
conference, participants could spare a limited amount of time to participate in our 
study. To maximize the participation rate and to minimize the likelihood of ran- 
dom responding, the survey was kept purposely brief. The survey instrument 
included items to assess an array of individual, work, and organizational variables. 

Work-related characteristics consisted of frequency of involvement in eutha- 
nasia, number of animals euthanized per session, length of a typical euthanasia 
session, euthanasia policy (e.g., animal euthanized for medical reasons, space 
limitations), and euthanasia method (e.g., injection, inhalant). The individual- 
difference variables that could be assessed in the current study included age, 
gender, tenure, and attitudes toward the acceptability of euthanasia, which was 
measured with a 12-item euthanasia attitude scale (EAS). Items described a range 
of opinions and beliefs about the acceptability of euthanasia, given the current 
magnitude of pet overpopulation (e.g., “Euthanasia is a better alternative than 
what unwanted animals would otherwise experience,” “Euthanasia is basically 
immoral, except when the animal is in severe pain or ill health”). The items were 
developed primarily by modifying the target content of a subset of items from an 
abortion attitudes scale (Roberts, Donoghue, & Laughlin, 2000). 

Indicators of work and individual well-being were work satisfaction, work- 
to-family conflict, somatic complaints (e.g., headaches, poor appetite), and fre- 
quency of substance use. Work satisfaction was assessed in two ways. Both 
waves included a three-item measure of overall job satisfaction (OJS; e.g., 
“Overall, I am very satisfied with my current job”) adapted from existing job sat- 
isfaction scales (e.g., Hoppock, 1935). To gain a more detailed assessment of job 
satisfaction, Wave 2 included the Job in General scale (JIG; Ironson, Smith, 
Brannick, Gibson, & Paul, 1989) of overall job satisfaction, and three facet scales 
of the Job Descriptive Index (JDI; Smith et al., 1969, 1987), work itself (JDI-W), 
coworkers (JDI-C), and supervisor (JDI-S). 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Characteristics for  the Current Sample 

Characteristic N Valid % 

Age (in years) 
18-24 
25-34 
3 5 -44 
45-54 
55-64 
65+ 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

Shelter size 
Small 
Large 

Shelter type 
Private 
Government/municipal 

Supervisor 
Yes 
No 

Euthanasia involvement 
Involved 
Not involved 

29 
99 

106 
70 
26 

2 

56 
263 

265 
69 

250 
85 

263 
68 

220 
115 

8.7 
29.8 
31.9 
21.1 

7.8 
0.6 

17.6 
82.5 

79.3 
20.7 

74.6 
25.4 

79.5 
20.5 

65.7 
34.3 

Note. N = 335. Size of shelter based on number of employees: small = 1 to 50 employ- 
ees, large = 51 or more employees. 

Work-to-family conflict (WFC), which reflects the amount of disruption in 
one’s family life as a result of spillover from one’s work, was assessed with 
Gutek, Searle, and Klepa’s (1991) three-item scale of WFC (e.g., “My family/ 
friends dislike how often I am preoccupied with work issues while I am home”). 
Somatic complaints were measured with the 13-item somatization scale of 
Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL; Derogatis, Lipman, Rickles, Uhlenhuth, & 
Covi, 1974). 
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Substance use (SubUse) was assessed by a four-item composite embedded in 
the 21-item Symptom Management Coping scale developed by Latack (1986). 
Items assessed degree of alcohol, tobacco, and drug use. General job stress (GJS) 
was measured with a three-item scale adapted from Motowidlo, Packard, and 
Manning (1986). 

Perceived ERS was assessed in Wave 1 with a 10-item scale (e.g., “I often 
have nightmares relating to my euthanasia involvement,” “Just thinking about 
my involvement in euthanasia is stressful,” “Relative to other things in my life, 
euthanasia causes a great amount of stress and anxiety”). Items were developed 
based on the descriptions of strain reactions reported by shelter workers in prior 
studies (e.g., Arluke, 1994), pilot interviews conducted by the current project 
team, and pilot testing with shelter employees. In Wave 2, this scale was not used 
so as to provide space for additional measures. 

Responses to the EAS, ERS, GJS, OJS, WFC, somatic complaints, and Sub- 
Use scales were made on a 5-point scale. Scores for these measures were calcu- 
lated as the average of all scale items. Thus, scores for each of these measures 
ranged from 1 to 5 .  The JDI and JIG scales were scored as specified by the JDI 
manual (Balzer et al., 2000). The potential score range for each of the JDI scales 
was 0 to 54. With regard to organizational variables, organizational size (coded 
dichotomously: 1 to 50 employees vs. 5 1 or more employees) and organizational 
type (private vs. government/municipal shelter) were assessed. 

Results 

Prior to testing any hypotheses or examination of research questions, we ana- 
lyzed the psychometric properties of the primary scales to seek evidence of dis- 
criminant validity. All of the items from the primary scales (ERS, OJS, GJS, 
WFC, somatic complaints, SubUse) were submitted to a confirmatory factor anal- 
ysis, specifying six correlated factors and a restricted measurement model (i.e., all 
items were restrained to load only on their respective factors). The AMOS pro- 
gram with maximum likelihood estimation was used (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1996). 
Results indicate a good fit (valid n = 335, df= 580; Tucker-Lewis Index [TLI; 
Tucker & Lewis, 19731 = .97, comparative fit index [CFI] = .97, root mean square 
error of approximation [RMSEA] = .059), and all of the items displayed salient 
loadings on their respective factors (i.e., >.40), except for two of the substance 
use items (though this is likely a result of low item variance). This suggests that 
the various scales, though related, are measuring distinct constructs. Given evi- 
dence for discriminant validity of our measures, we continued with our analyses. 

Research Question 1 dealt with the prevalence of the perception of ERS. To 
assess the magnitude and nature of the perceived influence, respondents were 
asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with 10 statements reflecting 
various ERS symptoms. The mean scale score was 2.80 (SD = 0.57). Figure 1 
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Emotionally feel like “Hit by a truck 

Causes great amount of stress 

Often have nightmares 

Often question self-worth 

Frequently feel depressed 

Unable to enjoy normal life activities 

Just thinking about it stressful 

Often lose sleep 

Greatly influences happiness with life 

Often have trouble concentrating 

41.5 

44.4 

23.5 
L 18.3 

29.6 

18.4 

44.6 

29.4 

36.9 

44.4 
I I I I I I I I ,  

Figure 1. Percentage of employees who ugree or strongly agree with statements from the 
perceived euthanasia-related strain scale. 

shows the percentage of people who perceived experiencing (i.e., responded 
agree or strongly agree) the symptom described by each item. The results show 
that, for those engaged in euthanasia, there is a perception that ERS manifests in 
a variety of ways, ranging from the disruption of daily activities, concentration, 
and sleep to directly influencing feelings of happiness and self-worth. Further, 
the results show that the incidence of specific perceptions is relatively high in 
some cases. For instance, almost half of our sample reported that, after a euthana- 
sia session, they have trouble concentrating on other things and feel emotionally 
“hit by a truck.”6 Likewise, about the same amount agreed with the statements 
“Relative to other things in my life, euthanasia causes a great amount of stress 
and anxiety” and “Just thinking about my involvement in euthanasia is stressful.” 

Similarly, roughly one third of our sample indicated that euthanasia greatly 
influences how happy they feel about their life in general, that they often feel 
depressed because of their euthanasia-related work, and that they often lose sleep 
as a result of anxiety over performing euthanasia. The results reported in Figure 1 
suggest that (a) on average, those involved in euthanasia perceive those activities 
to be stressful and as having a significant impact on their well-being and ability 
to function; and (b) a number of these perceived reactions are relatively prevalent 
in the current sample. 

6For space considerations, item loadings are not reported here, but are available from the first 
author. The TLI (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), CFI (Bentler, 1990), and RMSEA (Steiger & Lind, 1980) 
are used to assess overall fit of the measurement model, as they are thought to have preferable proper- 
ties compared to other indexes (e.g., they are not biased by sample size, they do not inappropriately 
penalize model complexity; Hu & Bentler, 1998; Medsker, Williams, & Holahan, 1994). 
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Although the analysis suggests that people engaged in euthanasia perceive it 
to be a significant work stressor that impacts their well-being, alone it does not 
provide evidence that euthanasia-related activities have a significant relationship 
with individual well-being. To gain further evidence that euthanasia work activi- 
ties are, at least in part, an important source of workplace stress, we examined 
mean differences in the various indicators of work stress and well-being between 
those involved in euthanasia and those not involved. Table 2 shows the mean dif- 
ferences, comparing those directly involved in animal euthanasia as part of their 
job to those who are not personally involved in the euthanasia of animals. Con- 
sistent with Hypothesis I ,  all of the mean differences indicate more negative 
well-being for those who are involved in euthanasia activities. The results show 
significant differences between the groups for general job stress, WFC, OJS, and 
satisfaction with work itself.7 The other mean differences are not significant, but 
the effect size estimates are consistent (except for substance use) with the suppo- 
sition that euthanasia involvement is associated with decreased well-being. This 
pattern of results provides additional evidence that euthanasia-related work activ- 
ities are a salient work stressor and have a negative impact on worker well-being. 

Hypotheses 2 and 3 were tested by computing correlations among measures 
of ERS, general job stress, OJS, WFC, somatic complaints (e.g., headaches, poor 
appetite), and frequency of substance use (e.g., excessive drinking, smoking, tak- 
ing drugs). Results, shown below the diagonal in Table 3, are supportive of both 
hypotheses. Perceptions of ERS were associated with individual differences in 
WFC, somatic complaints, frequency of substance use, and (negative) OJS 
(Hypothesis 2 ) ;  as well as general job stress (Hypothesis 3). These results 
provide evidence that perceived ERS displays the same type of relations with 
individual well-being as has been reported in the general stress literature for other 
types of stressors. Likewise, the correlation between perceived ERS and general 
job stress gives evidence of convergent validity. 

7Tests for significant differences on the demographic variables indicate that individuals in the 
comparison group (the non-euthanasia group) were more likely than the main sample (individuals 
involved in euthanasia) to work for a private shelter ( j~  < .01). Detailed examination of this difference 
shows that nearly every employee in a govemmenb'municipal shelter was involved in euthanasia 
activities to some extent. In private shelters, however, we found roughly equal proportions of employ- 
ees engaged and not engaged in euthanasia activities. Based on our understanding of animal shelters, 
this difference is not an atypical finding. To assure that shelter type was not a confounding variable in 
our comparative analyses, we compared the two groups (euthanasia vs. no euthanasia) of employees 
using private-shelter data only (thus controlling for shelter type). Doing so did not alter appreciably 
the patterns of mean differences, nor the corresponding statistical significance indicators from those 
reported in Table 2. We also found the comparison sample to be older on average than the main 
sample 0, < .01) and more likely to be a supervisor (jJ < .()I). Given that these variables were unre- 
lated to the well-being indexes, it is not surprising that even after controlling for these variables 
(ANCOVAs were conducted), the pattern of mean differences remained the same. 
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Table 2 

Outcome Differences by Eut~unusiu Iwohement 

Outcome Group N A4 SD Effect 

GJS Not involved 

OJS 

Work-to-family conflict 

Somatic complaints 

Substance use 

JIGa 

JDI-Wa 

JDI-Sa 

JDI-Ca 

Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 
Not involved 
Involved 

106 3.35** 
211 3.67 
108 4.23* 
216 4.06 
107 2.82* 
215 3.08 
103 2.08 
199 2.22 
75 1.77 

147 1.76 
30 43.87 
54 41.81 
31 46.52b 
56 43.14 
29 41.28 
53 36.94 
30 38.73 
56 34.07 

1.06 -.33 
0.96 
0.64 .23 
0.75 
1.10 -.25 
1.04 
0.73 -.I9 
0.74 
0.80 .O1 
0.70 

10.25 .23 
8.98 
8.53 .38 
8.92 

12.14 .31 
14.17 
15.85 .34 
13.82 

Note. Effect = Glass’s A (Not involved M - Involved Mhvolved SD). Analysis based 
on all respondents who are paid employees at an animal shelter. GJS = general job 
stress; OJS = overall job satisfaction; JIG =Job in General Scale; JDI-W = satisfaction 
with work itself; JDI-S = satisfaction with supervisor; JDI-C = satisfaction with 
coworkers. 
%ale administered only in Wave 2. bGroup mean significantly different from Involved 
group mean a t p  < .10 level. *p < .05. **p < .01. 

Partial correlations between perceived ERS and the well-being outcomes, 
controlling for GJS, were computed to test Hypothesis 4. This allowed us to 
investigate the degree to which variance in perceived ERS is related to the out- 
comes, independent of variance shared with general job stress. The results, 
shown in the top row of Table 3, clearly indicate support for the unique relation- 
ship between ERS and the other indicators of well-being. That is, controlling of 
the variance as a result of GJS, ERS still shows significant correlations with 
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overall job satisfaction, WFC, and somatic complaints. This suggests that 
perceived ERS is reflecting a source of stress that is not redundant with whatever 
other stressors contribute to GJS. 

Next, we tested the data for individual, work, and organizational differences 
related to differences in the stress and well-being variables. It should be noted 
that we were unable to assess differences in euthanasia method, as all but one 
respondent reported using the same method. Likewise, although there was a vari- 
ety of specific policies used to make euthanasia decisions, there was not enough 
variation between respondents in the use of specific policies or combinations of 
policies to conduct meaningful analyses. Thus, these two variables were dropped 
from further analysis. Table 4 shows the correlations between individual and 
work characteristics, as well as the correlations between these factors and the set 
of outcomes. The results addressing Hypothesis 5 and Research Question 2 are 
shown in the lower half of Table 4. 

With regard to individual characteristics, attitude toward the acceptability of 
euthanasia was significantly correlated with a number of outcomes. The results 
support Hypothesis 5, showing that higher degrees of acceptance of animal 
euthanasia were associated with lower perceived ERS, WFC, somatic com- 
plaints, and higher levels of OJS. Euthanasia-related work tenure was associated 
negatively with satisfaction with supervisor. 

Examination of correlations between work characteristics and outcomes 
(Research Question 2) shows a number of small but significant correlations. 
Whereas the number of animals euthanized per session and length of average 
session were associated negatively with substance use, the total number of hours 
an individual is engaged in euthanasia per week was associated positively with 
substance use. Likewise, the frequency of engaging in a euthanasia session was 
related positively to WFC. None of the work-related variables was associated 
significantly with satisfaction with work itself. 

Next, we examined Research Question 3 by testing for significant differences 
in outcomes based on shelter characteristics. Comparison of outcomes based on 
shelter type, shown in Table 5, indicates that employees of private animal shelters 
were significantly more satisfied with their job overall (based on both OJS and 
JIG) and specifically with their supervisor. The effect size estimates for these 
differences suggest a large effect. Employees of private shelters also reported 
significantly fewer stress-related somatic complaints than did employees of 
public-funded shelters. No other differences were significant; however, the pat- 
tern of mean differences was in the same direction, with employees of private 
shelters generally reporting more positive well-being. 

Table 6 shows the results of the test for outcome differences by shelter size. 
The pattern of mean differences shows that employees from larger shelters 
reported more positive well-being. Specifically, significant differences were 
found for ERS, GJS, WFC, and somatic complaints, with employees from small 
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Table 4 

Correlations Between Individual and Work Factors and Outcome Measures 

1 2 3 4 5  6 7 8 

M 2.73 1.81 3.91 18.11 2.69 11.42 18.80 4.25 

SD 1.01 0.39 0.52 41.47 1.45 12.46 50.10 3.86 

1. Age - -.07 .04 .08 .16* .04 .03 -.02 

2. Gender - -.03 -.04 -.05 .OO -.03 .03 

3. EASa - .12 - . l5t  .03 -.01 - 

4. Euth tenure - -.01 .36** .61** -.13 

5. Euth freq - -.31** .07 -.53** 

6. T p a m t  - .27** .13 

.13 7. Session time - 

8. Euth hrlwkb - 

9. ERSa -.06 -.01 -.30** -.I3 -.13 .02 .05 - 

10. GJS .02 .16* -.13 -.07 -.01 -.08 -.05 .02 

11. OJS .14* -.I1 .21** -.01 .05 -.08 -.09 -.19 

12. WFC .OO .04 -.16* .05 .14* -.05 -.03 -.08 
13. Somatic -.03 .IS** -.22** -.05 -.06 .04 .02 .03 
14. Substanceuse -.14t .02 .07 -.11 -.08 -.16t -.16t .29* 

15.  JIG^ -.04 -.20 - -.15 . l l  -.04 -.02 -.12 

16. JDI-Wb .06 .16 - . l l  .06 .04 .04 -.15 

17. J D I - ~ b  .04 . O l  - -.33* .15 -.21 -.25? -.I4 
18. J D I - ~ b  .14 -.20 - .02 -.13 -.17 -.14 -.14 

Note. Results shown are based only on individuals in the focal sample who are cur- 
rently engaged in euthanasia (n  = 214; specific n for each correlation varies from 26 to 
2 14). Age = age of employee; Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female; EAS = euthanasia attitude 
scale; Euth tenure = number of months employee has been performing euthanasia over 
career; Euth freq = frequency euthanasia is performed at shelter; Typ amt = typical 
number of animals euthanized per session; Euth hr/wk = number of hours per week 
individual is engaged in euthanasia; ERS = euthanasia-related strain; GJS = general job 
stress; OJS = overall job satisfaction; WFC = work-to-family conflict; Somatic = 

somatic complaints composite; JIG = Job in General Scale; JDI-W = satisfaction with 
work itself; JDI-S = satisfaction with supervisor; JDI-C = satisfaction with coworkers. 
%Scale administered only in Wave 1. bScale administered only in Wave 2. 
"yp<.lO. *p<.O5. **p<.Ol. 
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Table 5 

Outcome Differences by Shelter Type 

Type of shelter 

Effect Private Government/municipal 

N A4 SD N M SD size 

ERS 105 2.75 0.8 1 46 2.90 0.97 0.19 
OJS 149 4.13* 0.7 1 67 3.91 0.83 -0.31 
GJS 145 3.64 0.92 66 3.73 1.05 0.10 
WFC 148 3.06 1.01 67 3.14 1.11 0.08 
Somatic 137 2.13** 0.70 62 2.41 0.79 0.40 
SubUse 100 1.75 0.68 47 1.78 0.74 0.04 
JIGa 37 43.95** 7.83 17 37.18 9.80 -0.86 
JDI-Wa 38 43.08 8.10 18 43.28 10.70 0.01 

JDI-Sa 36 41.08** 11.65 17 28.18 15.35 -1.11 
JDI-Ca 38 35.03 13.02 18 32.06 15.58 -0.23 

Note. Results based only on those individuals actively engaged in euthanasia. Effect 
size = Glass’s A (Government M - Private Miprivate SD). ERS euthanasia-related 
strain; OJS = overall job satisfaction; GJS = general job stress; WFC = work-to-family 
conflict; Somatic = somatic complaints composite; SubUse = substance use; JIG = Job 
in General Scale; JDI-W = satisfaction with work itself; JDI-S = satisfaction with 
supervisor; JDI-C = satisfaction with coworkers. 
aScale administered only in Wave 2. 
*Group mean significantly different from comparison group mean at the p < .05 level. 
**p < .01. 

shelters reporting higher levels of each. The associated effect sizes indicate that a 
number of these differences are not trivial. 

Discussion 

The current study shows evidence that animal euthanasia is an important 
source of job strain for animal-shelter employees. First, when asked, most 
employees reported feeling strain as a result of their involvement with euthan- 
asia. The prevalence of these ERS perceptions supports the suggestion by prior 
qualitative studies that euthanasia is a significant stressor for animal-shelter 
employees. Further, among a group of people who all work in the same general 
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Table 6 

Outcome Differences by Shelter Size 

Size of shelter 

Effect Small Large 

N M SD N M SD size 

ERS 163 2.88* 0.87 41 2.55 0.76 -.38 
OJS 174 4.04 0.77 42 4.16 0.71 .16 
GJS 170 3.74* 0.94 41 3.38 1.01 -.38 
WFC 173 3.14b 1.04 42 2.84 1.02 -.29 
Somatic 161 2.26b 0.74 38 2.03 0.72 -.31 
SubUse 115 1.76 0.68 32 1.77 0.78 .01 
JIGa 42 42.50 8.70 12 39.42 9.94 -.35 
JDI-Wa 44 43.64 9.05 12 41.33 8.54 -.26 
JDI-Sa 40 37.73 13.99 13 34.54 15.03 -.22 
JDI-Ca 43 34.88 14.28 13 31.38 12.33 -.25 

Note. Results based only on those individuals actively engaged in euthanasia. Effect 
size = Glass’s A (Large M -  Small MISmall SO). t test for differences in organizational 
size by type of shelter revealed nonsignificant difference, supporting the decision to 
collapse across shelter type. ERS = euthanasia-related strain; OJS = overall job satisfac- 
tion; GJS = general job stress; WFC = work-to-family conflict; Somatic = somatic com- 
plaints composite; SubUse = substance use; JIG = Job in General Scale; JDI-W = 

satisfaction with work itself; JDI-S = satisfaction with supervisor; JDI-C = satisfaction 
with coworkers 
aScale administered only in Wave 2. bGroup mean significantly different from compar- 
ison group mean at the p < . 1 0 level. 
*p  < .05. 

sheltering environment, the results show a clear pattern of differences in stress 
and well-being between those who are involved directly with euthanasia and 
those who are not directly involved. Most notably, those who are directly 
involved in euthanasia reported significantly higher levels of work stress, stress- 
related somatic complaints, and WFC, and lower levels of satisfaction with the 
work that they actually do. Likewise, among those who are engaged in euthana- 
sia, the results demonstrate that perceived ERS was correlated significantly to a 
number of well-being-related outcomes beyond that resulting from the variance 
shared with generalized work stress. 
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Table 7 

Summary of Hypotheses and Results 

Hypothesis 

1. Individuals involved in euthanasia 
activities, compared to shelter workers not 
involved in euthanasia activities, will 
experience more work-to-family conflict, 
somatic complaints, substance use, work 
stress, and less job satisfaction 

Significant findings 

Mostly supported; significant 
differences in general job 
stress, work-to-family 
conflict, overall job 
satisfaction, and satisfaction 
with work itself, but not 
substance use 

2. Perceived ERS will be associated 
positively with work-to-family conflict, 
somatic complaints, and substance use; 
and negatively with overall job 
satisfaction. 

Fully supported 

3 .  Individuals who perceive higher levels of 
ERS will report higher overall stress. 

4. Perceived ERS will be associated 
positively with work-to-family conflict, 
somatic complaints, and substance use; 
and negatively with overall job 
satisfaction after controlling for the 
variance as a result of overall work stress. 

Fully supported 

Mostly supported; significant 
correlations with overall job 
satisfaction, work-to-family 
conflict, and somatic 
complaints, but not 
substance use 

5. Attitudes toward the necessity of Mostly supported; significant 
euthanasia (scored positively) will be 
correlated negatively with ERS and 
positively with indicators of well-being. 

correlations with ERS, 
overall job satisfaction, 
work-to-family conflict, and 
somatic complaints, but not 
substance use 

Note. ERS = euthanasia-related strain. 

Taken as a whole, these results, which are summarized in Table 7, indicate 
that among individuals for whom conducting animal euthanasia is part of their 
job, it is a salient, unique source of work stress that has a negative impact on their 
well-being. These findings should be of additional importance to shelter manage- 
ment in that poor physical and affective well-being can lead to absenteeism and 
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turnover (Chen & Spector, 1992; Hendrix Ovalle, & Troxler, 1985; Wright & 
Cropanzano, 1998). 

It is interesting to note that there was variability on ERS and the well-being 
indexes for employees involved in euthanasia activities. This suggests that not all 
employees are affected by euthanasia involvement to the same extent. The 
observed diversity of reactions to a common stressor is not surprising and is 
consistent with a body of research from differential psychology in general, and 
work stress in particular, showing that the appraisal of a stressor as a threat 
depends on one’s personal resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). A variety of 
personal and organizational/situational factors have reliable and important influ- 
ences on the propensity to experience stress and the ability to cope with stress, 
presumably by buffering or depleting one’s personal resources. 

The current analyses suggest that variance in ERS and well-being is asso- 
ciated with individual, work, and organizational differences. For instance, we 
found that employees’ attitudes toward euthanasia were associated significantly 
with perceived ERS. Individuals who are more apt to evaluate euthanasia as nec- 
essary and acceptable, given the magnitude of the overpopulation of unwanted 
pets, appear to perceive experiencing less strain from their euthanasia involve- 
ment. It is possible, however, that this association is a consequence, rather than 
an antecedent, of differences in the euthanasia response. That is, those who have 
difficulty dealing with euthanasia may eventually develop negative attitudes 
toward it, whereas those who do not experience ERS may come to hold a more 
positive evaluation of the acceptability of euthanasia. 

Clearly, the roles of many more individual differences in explaining variation 
in ERS necessitate investigation. For pragmatic reasons, the current study was 
limited in the number of scales that could be administered to participants who 
were “on the fly” at these conferences. This is clearly a limitation of the current 
study. However, we made the decision to forgo the assessment of many of these 
variables in the interest of increasing our response rate, believing it more impor- 
tant to gain reliable information about a little rather than unreliable information 
about a lot. Future research should continue to investigate associations between 
individual characteristics and ERS. For example, the general work stress literature 
has indicated that a number of personality characteristics (e.g., hardiness, locus of 
control) are related to differences in susceptibility to emotional and psychological 
strain, as well as coping responses (Costa, Somerfield, & McCrae, 1996; Hahn, 
2000; Havlovic & Kennan, 1995; Kobasa, 1982; Krohne, 1996; Lefcourt, 1992). 
Information such as this potentially could be used to identify employees who may 
be more resilient (or alternatively, to screen for those who may be especially sus- 
ceptible) to the adverse effects of performing animal euthanasia. 

Our investigation of the work-related factors and well-being suggests that 
there is a difference between the total amount of time a person is engaged in 
euthanasia and how this time is distributed over the course of the work week. For 
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example, the results show that the numbers of hours engaged in euthanasia per 
week was associated with increased substance use. Similarly, the frequency of 
conducting euthanasia was associated positively with WFC. These results sug- 
gest that the more a person is engaged in euthanasia overall, the worse the impact 
on well-being. 

On the other hand, among those who perform euthanasia, the impact on well- 
being appears to be associated with differences in how shelters schedule this 
time. That is, those who engage in fewer, longer sessions report less substance 
use and WFC compared to those who conduct more frequent, shorter sessions. 
This may suggest that frequent, short euthanasia sessions are more emotionally 
taxing in the aggregate than infrequent, but longer sessions. Findings such as 
these clearly indicate the need for further, more detailed investigations of the 
ramifications of variations in euthanasia work processes. 

The results also indicate that organizational differences are associated with 
differences in well-being. Specifically, the pattern of results indicated that shelter 
type (private vs. government/municipal) was associated with differences prima- 
rily in work satisfaction indicators, whereas shelter size was associated primarily 
with stress-related indicators (e.g., ERS, overall stress, WFC). While the current 
study is not able to investigate the specific shelter factors that are associated with 
these differences, the finding that organizational size was inversely associated 
with stress-related indicators of well-being is consistent with our initial sugges- 
tion that larger shelters may have more social and financial resources to help 
employees deal effectively with ERS (e.g., shelter size may act as a proxy for 
variables that may moderate or directly influence the experience of stress). How- 
ever, future research will be needed to identify specific characteristics associated 
with these outcomes. 

As stated earlier, this study was seen as an effort to lay a foundation for 
further study, rather than an attempt for a comprehensive assessment of all 
euthanasia-related influences. Although a full discussion of potential future 
research in this area is well beyond the scope of this paper, we provide a few sug- 
gestions for general directions. First, staying within the organizational psychol- 
ogy framework from which we approached this study, future research can be 
thought of as emphasizing either breadth or depth. That is, one stream of future 
research needs to expand the breadth of the nexus of variables associated with 
ERS. For instance, a variety of organizational-level variables might be related to 
differences in the ambient level of ERS across organizations. Likewise, as 
pointed out earlier, future studies need to better sample the domain of individual 
differences to better understand the full range of antecedents of ERS. Moreover, 
the potential for interactions and person-environment correspondence requires 
investigation. 

On the other hand, rather than casting a wide net, it also would be useful 
for future studies to take a more focused, in-depth approach by focusing on a 
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smaller sample (e.g., a single shelter) across time and using a full range of 
research techniques (e.g., surveys, interviews, workplace observation, experience 
sampling techniques, experimental designs). As one example, additional inter- 
views with some of the participants regarding how management can help 
employees suggests that the following interventions may be worth studying for 
their potential to reduce ERS or its effects: (a) establishing internal support or 
discussion groups; (b) provision of professional counseling; (c) management 
sponsorship of self-care behaviors (e.g., vouchers or discounts to health clubs, 
sponsored non-work gatherings or entertainment, scheduling “quiet time” into 
workers’ schedules); (d) job redesign (e.g., rotation of duties); (e) increased 
euthanasia technical training; and (f) public awareness initiatives (e.g., increased 
focus on the prevention of animal overpopulation, general public education of 
euthanasia policies and procedures). A focused approach, though limited in other 
respects, is an appropriate way to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions such 
as these. 

Second, we believe that the investigation of animal-shelter employees affords 
an opportunity to apply a variety of theoretical perspectives. To take but a single 
example from the management literature, Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1 999) model 
of dirty work would seem highly applicable to this population. In addition to the 
personal struggle to deal with and reconcile the caring-killing paradox, shelter 
workers as a group are often confronted with the social stigma of doing dirty 
work; that is, work that is mandated, yet morally stigmatized by society (Hughes, 
1951, 1962). By engaging in work that is regarded as morally tainted (e.g., “sin- 
ful”) by society, negative attributions likely may be attached to shelter workers 
themselves, which, in turn, may add more strain by frustrating their desire to con- 
struct a positive sense of self and to seek social validation (Ashforth & Kreiner, 
1999). The point here is that this is merely one of many valuable theoretical 
perspectives that potentially could be brought to bear on this issue to better 
understand the ramifications of euthanasia-related work. 

Finally, over the past three decades, animal-welfare issues appear to have 
moved from the fringe into the mainstream of social conscience. This makes 
salient questions such as whether increased social awareness increases or 
decreases the stress of euthanasia-related work. On the one hand, perhaps 
increased awareness alleviates stress as a result of greater public understanding 
of the role that shelter workers play and the problems they face, as well as 
increasing donations and volunteer help. On the other hand, perhaps greater 
awareness enhances the stress by increasing the saliency of the social stigma 
attached to this work. Likewise, shelter workers might experience a sense of 
hopelessness if they perceive increased social concern, but fail to observe a con- 
comitant decrease in pet overpopulation.8 

RWe thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion 
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We believe that the myriad of research questions that remain will require multi- 
disciplinary answers. Many of these questions require an integrated consideration 
and understanding of social problems, workplace dynamics, individual mental 
health, death and dying, animal handling, and human-animal interactions. Clearly, 
this requires extending the umbrella of participation to fields outside of psychol- 
ogy, such as sociology, thanatology, and ethics. Albeit based on limited exposure, 
we believe that our colleagues across psychology and other social sciences will be 
pleasantly surprised with how willing the animal-sheltering community is to 
embrace researchers’ ideas and to participate in substantive research endeavors. 

This study is the first systematic attempt to investigate quantitatively 
the impact of animal euthanasia on shelter workers’ well-being. The findings 
demonstrate that euthanasia-related work is significantly related to a number of 
well-being outcomes of accepted importance in applied psychology. Further, the 
comparative analyses between those who are and those who are not subjected to 
euthanasia-related activities at work show substantial differences in various indi- 
cators of well-being. Taken together, these results suggest that understanding and 
working to ameliorate or cope with ERS is of importance, not only for individual 
well-being, but for organizational effectiveness as well. 
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