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ABSTRACT

This study, adopting an interpretive phenomenological approach, seeks to investigate the
issue of companion animals in Tehran (with an emphasis on the phenomenon of dog
walking). In this study, in-depth interviews were conducted with 17 Tehrani citizens through
snowball sampling. The formulation of the research findings was carried out in three coding
stages; in the first stage, 184 codes were extracted from the interview texts, and in the second
stage, by aggregating and categorizing them, 21 themes and finally 6 concepts were
identified: "dramatic consumption and self-location: action for identity location”,
"emergence of new forms of family", "deep attachment and mutual emotional actions",
"social confrontation and conflict”, "identity and value transformation”, and "non-inhibitory
policies”. The findings are organized around the main category of "multiple intersections of
attachment, differentiation, and social conflict". In a way, social realities are evidence that the
social reaction of individuals to the phenomenon of companion animals is not only not the
same and uniform; Rather, in some respects they are at two distinct ends of the spectrum
and have formed a controversial social field. On the one hand, there is a growing group that
interprets the phenomenon of companion animals as part of individual rights and a modern
lifestyle and moves towards keeping and keeping animals in public spaces. On the other
hand, a group considers its spread and expansion to be a violation of civil rights and animal
rights and even a threat to public health, social security and cultural norms, and calls for legal
restrictions on it. This confrontation has transformed the issue of companion animals from a
personal issue into a public and political issue that requires comprehensive regulation and
social dialogue based on the participation of all stakeholders in order to secure civil rights
and animal rights in order to resolve this controversial situation.
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INTRODUCTION

This research investigates the foundations, dimensions, and socio-political
consequences of the emerging phenomenon of “Companion Animal Trend” in the
metropolis of Tehran. In recent decades, structural transformations in family and
urban lifestyles have led to the emergence of new forms of emotional and social
attachment. Keeping companion animals, especially dogs, is no longer merely a
recreational choice but is experienced by actors as an ‘Identity Action’ and a
‘Psychological Need’. This phenomenon stands in contrast to dominant social
norms, traditional collective values, and the official urban policy system, leading to
the formation of a ‘Contested Field’. The absence of clear conceptual and policy
frameworks has deepened tensions, elevating this issue from an individual level to a
public policy matter. A precise understanding of the semantic layers of this trend is
a prerequisite for any successful policy intervention. Given the intensified aspects
of the problem in metropolitan cities such as Tehran and the penetration of this
issue in other cities, policy-making in this regard is still extremely poor, and we still
witness the untimeliness of the issue, policy, and social realities.

What is observed in the face of some social issues related to lifestyle is that the
first intervention is made by judicial and law enforcement institutions; while these
issues are fundamentally social and cultural in origin and require cultural
approaches and specialized interventions by the responsible institutions before any
disciplinary action.

In situations of inaction or inattention by these institutions, judicial and law
enforcement institutions eventually enter the field; that is, the very end of the
spectrum of disciplinary policymaking becomes active, as if a problem that is
rooted in the hidden layers of citizens' lifestyles is expected to be solved by means
of purely directives and circulars. Experience shows that top-down and purely
directive approaches to dealing with social issues have not only not led to a radical
solution to the problem, but have sometimes led to aggravating social tensions.
What is needed today is a deep understanding of the hidden layers of the problem
and social realities and its management through the design of intelligent,
comprehensive and participatory policies based on the participation of all
stakeholders, in order to ensure citizen rights and relevant ethical considerations.

PURPOSE

The primary objective of this research is to phenomenologically analyze the
foundations of the emergence and spread of the companion animal trend in Tehran,
to extract the structure of social conflicts surrounding this phenomenon, and to
critically analyze the current state of urban policymaking in addressing it. This
encompasses three explanatory levels: first, a deep understanding of the lived
experiences of pet owners in defining identity and attachment; second, identifying



the main sources of confrontation with critical groups in the public sphere of the
city; and third, evaluating the ineffectiveness of purely disciplinary approaches in
managing this socio-cultural transformation.

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted with an Interpretive Phenomenological approach, aiming
to uncover the meanings and lived experiences of the primary actors. The study
population included key informants, urban and social experts, and a significant
number of companion animal owners in Tehran. Data collection was based on in-
depth, semi-structured interviews. Data analysis was performed using Thematic
Analysis, which resulted in the extraction of six core categories. This qualitative
approach allowed for a precise understanding of the hidden motivations and
structural foundations of the phenomenon. The process of data analysis and
validation of data analysis is carried out in two main stages; phenomenological
analysis and integrative and interpretive analysis appropriate to the combination of
pooled sampling. The technique of "interpretive validity" has been used to assess
the validity of the data. This technique achieves cross-validation by comparing the
results obtained from the first layer (lived experience) with the structural
interpretations provided by key informants (second layer) and strengthens the
validity of the findings.

FINDINGS

Data analysis led to the extraction of six fundamental categories that explain the
structure of interaction and conflict surrounding companion animals in Tehran:

1. Exhibitionist Consumption and Self-Positioning: This category showed that
the companion animal is used as a tool for defining modern identity, displaying
lifestyle, and gaining ‘Social Distinction’ in the public sphere of the city.

2. Emergence of New Family Forms: The companion animal has taken on the
role of a family member, fulfilling the emotional and psychological needs of
individuals, especially in isolated urban environments.

3. Deep Attachment and Reciprocal Emotional Actions: Beyond instrumental
function, a deep, reciprocal, and emotionally-based relationship has been formed,
where the animal acts as a confidant and emotional support.

4. Social Confrontation and Conflict: The encounters between pet owners and
critical groups (due to health, security, and value-based concerns) clearly reveal
social and cultural rifts.

5. Identity and Value Transformation: The trend toward companion animals
signifies a broader process of value change, individualism, and the adoption of new
global paradigms in confrontation with tradition.
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6. Non-Deterrent Policies: The absence of documented, transparent, and
effective policies in urban governance, which has led to a lack of regulation and
intensified tensions.

Central Phenomenon: The core analysis of this research is based on the
“Intersection of Multiple Attachments, Distinction, and Social Conflict.” This
intersection demonstrates that the individual effort to satisfy the fundamental need
for attachment (in isolated urban settings) inevitably leads to the production of
distinction (through lifestyle and exhibitionist consumption) and subsequently, the
production of conflict with dominant social and normative structures. These three
elements (Attachment, Distinction, and Conflict) coexist simultaneously in the lived
experience of the actors.

The central category represents the main theme of the research, which
establishes the connection between different categories. The central category is the
abstract and extract of the emergent theory, which tells us in a few words what the
entire research is about. In the present study, based on the data analysis in the
selective coding stage, the category of “multiple intersections of attachment,
differentiation, and social conflict” has been considered as the central category of
the research.

CONCLUSION

This research demonstrated that the issue of companion animals in Tehran reflects a
deep social dichotomy: on one side, owners act based on psychological needs and
individual choice; on the other, critics view this phenomenon as a violation of
collective rights, a weakening of religious values, and an imposition of a
modern/Western lifestyle.

The socio-cultural nature of the issue in recent years also showed that
management approaches have been solely based on disciplinary and prescriptive
methods (Non-Deterrent Policy Approach), without considering the dimensions of
attachment and distinction, thereby contributing to the escalation of social tensions.
Accordingly, the final suggestion highlights the urgent need to design smart policies
based on stakeholder participation, which, through comprehensive dialogue with all
stakeholders, seeks regulation based on participation rather than confrontation,
ensuring both citizens’ rights and animal rights simultaneously.
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