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For marginalized and disadvantaged 
pet owners…

• Pets can compete with other 
priorities

• Extra vulnerability in the face of 
adversities

• Benefits of pets in tension with 
risks

• Prioritizing pet welfare can lead to 
seemingly-irrational behavior

• Adversity can both strengthen AND 
threaten the human-animal bond
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Social inequalities are the problem
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TERMS

SOCIAL INEQUALITIES
• Systemic privileging or disadvantaging of 

groups or individuals

PET / COMPANION ANIMAL
• Nonhuman animal that generally lives 

alongside a human

MULTISPECIES FAMILIES
• Any relationship between human(s) and pet(s)
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SOCIOLOGY: the study of social 
life, social change, and the social 
causes and consequences of 
human behavior. 

- American Sociological Association
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http://www.gainesville.com/news/20170610/st-francis-pet-clinic-now-offers-care-at-swag-center
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WHO OWNS PETS?
60% of overall U.S. population

• Black: 29%

• White: 70%

• Latinx: 60%

“… objects humans own and consume to actors humans consume with and around…” 
– Stoltz, Van Ness, & Bjerre, 2020

“… subjective beings with interests and reciprocal roles…” 
– Irvine & Cilia, 2017

Source: U.S. General Social Survey, 2018
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Stress Health

Pets
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New York Times, March 19, 2020 New York Times, June 23, 2020
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• No universal 
healthcare in 
the U.S.

• 2018: ~30 
million without 
health insurance

• 2020: >50% of 
adults in 
medical debt, no 
savings

• April 2020: 
14.7% 
unemployment 
rate

• March 2021: 
10.7 million 
Americans behind 
on rent

• Difficulty paying 
hh expenses

• Food insecurity
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Relationships with Pets During the Coronavirus Crisis 
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“If you thought you had COVID-19 would you delay or avoid testing because you were 

worried about your pet’s welfare?”

“If you thought you had COVID-19 would you delay or avoid treatment because you 

were worried about your pet’s welfare?”

Yes or maybe: 10%

Yes or maybe: 12%
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Low resourced owners who were highly 

attached to their pets were most at risk of 

sacrificing their own health in order to 

protect the welfare of their pets
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“Please explain more…”

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Short delay to execute plan

Concern about contingencies

Vague plan, indefinite delay

No plan, but if situation worsens

No plan, but would need one first

Accommodate pets first
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“Please explain more…”

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Short delay to execute plan

Concern about contingencies

Vague plan, indefinite delay

No plan, but if situation worsens

No plan, but would need one first

Accommodate pets first

“I would be 

worried about 

finding a proper 

pet sitter if me 

and spouse were 

both sick”
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Pet has special needs or preferences
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0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16%

Continuity of care

Quality of care

Pet has special needs or preferences

General pet wellbeing

Inability to find care

Pet concerns
“My dog is a 

management 

case for 

reactivity to 

people and 

other dogs and 

can only be 

watched by very 

few select 

people…”
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Financial concerns

Hospital aversion

Social network concerns

Expectation of a mild case experience

Prefer no separation from pet

Human concerns
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0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Financial concerns

Hospital aversion

Social network concerns

Expectation of a mild case experience

Prefer no separation from pet

Human concerns
“I don’t want to be 

shipped off to a hospital 

for 3+ weeks and my pets 

be all alone, they’ll die. 

Also, I’ll be bankrupt from 

the medical bills 

afterwards and then how 

would I pay for their care 

or a home for us to live 

in?”
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“Does a pet add stress to the current COVID-19 situation?”  

“How so?”

“Tell us about any difficulties you have had with your pets by 

social distancing or shelter-in-place.”

“What are the pros and cons of living with pets during 

COVID-19?”
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Pet concerns

“We have a 6-month-old 

puppy who is going stir 

crazy. He’s used to 

daycare three times per 

week, lots of social 

outings, etc. So now he is 

stuck at home while we 

are both trying to work and 

is very demanding of 

attention.”
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Pet concerns

“She is old and could 

develop anytime into a 

situation that would require 

her to be euthanized. I am 

concerned that my vet would 

not allow me and/or my 

husband to attend a 

euthanasia inside the 

hospital. That would make a 

difficult situation horrible...”
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Pet concerns
“… If I get sick, I don’t 

exactly know what I’d do 

with him. I have a good pet 

sitter, but at $40/day, it 

would get extremely 

expensive… I don’t have 

family or many friends 

around, so I don’t really 

know who could take him 

in otherwise.”
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“… And also, what 

would I do if 

something happened 

to him while 

sheltering in place –

being alone and 

grieving alone with no 

comfort.”
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“Daily feeding, 

medicating, and 

cleaning litter are 

more stressful 

while caring for an 

at-risk, elderly 

parent.”
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“Walking my dog causes me to come 

in contact with people sometimes. 

Also, I had to take one of my dogs to 

the vet, which required going out 

when we’re supposed to shelter in 

place. I wasn’t sure what the right 

thing to do was. Not taking her was a 

risk, because she had suddenly 

become aggressive and there is a 

child in the home, but taking her 

risked being out and around people”



jennyapplebaum@ufl.edu@jwapplebaum

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

Disease spread Economic

Household concerns



jennyapplebaum@ufl.edu@jwapplebaum

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

Disease spread Economic

Household concerns

“I am worried that as 

my income becomes 

less certain (being 

furloughed/laid off from 

my job) I won’t be able 

to afford food, supplies, 

specialized medication, 

or veterinary care for all 

of my pets.”



jennyapplebaum@ufl.edu@jwapplebaum

“The only con is worrying what would happen to him if I die. Or go to 

hospital. How he would not understand. I have always prayed I outlive 

him, so he doesn’t suffer.”

“Do not give your pet up unless you absolutely need to. Your pet 

would rather stay with you and share your illness than sit in a shelter 

not knowing why they were sent away.”



• The human-animal 
bond shapes human 
behavior

• Hard to balance human 
and animal interests in 
resource-constrained 
environments

• Look upstream for 
solutions
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Social inequalities are the problem
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IMPLICATIONS

POLICY

COMMUNITY

• Economic resources for multispecies families facing 

hardship

• Public policy reflect that people treat pets as family 

members

• Partnerships between animal welfare and social 

service providers
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Toward

multispecies social justice

RESEARCH AGENDA
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FUTURE 

DIRECTIONS

DATA
• Representative samples

• Vulnerable populations

MARGINALIZED GROUPS
• Impact of social inequalities on human-animal 

bond

• Adversities both strengthen and threaten 

human-animal bonds
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IN THE WORKS

COVID-19
• LGBTQ+; Community factors

HOUSING
• Pet fee burden higher for non-White, low-

income communities

PEOPLE LIVING WITH HIV
• Intersectional & inclusive HAI
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STRESS & HEALTH
• “Pet effect” not evident in all groups
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