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Key Findings
Nearly half of responding organizations reported asking about pets at intake and many said pets are 
present in a meaningful share of client households. At the same time, many agencies do not formally 
track this information, suggesting pets may matter more often than agencies currently document.

Pets are common among the families served by social service agencies.

Organizations reported offering pet food, supplies, referrals, transportation, temporary boarding, and 
other supports. However, much of this help appears to happen through ad hoc staff efforts, donated 
resources, or informal community connections rather than through formal organizational systems.

Agencies are already helping clients with pets, but much of that help is informal.

Among the different types of pet-related assistance, pet food and supplies were the most commonly 
reported. This suggests that low-barrier, practical supports may be a key entry point for pet-inclusive 
service delivery.

Pet food and basic supplies are the most common forms of support.

About half of the organizations reported a past or ongoing partnership with an animal welfare 
organization, and many others said they would be interested in building one. This suggests strong 
potential for cross-sector collaboration, especially around crisis response, referrals, and shared 
resources.

Interest in collaboration with animal welfare organizations is high.

The most commonly reported barriers were housing or shelter 
restrictions, funding eligibility rules, liability or insurance concerns, 

and limited staff or volunteer capacity. This suggests the main 
challenges are less about whether agencies value pets 

and more about whether systems, policies, and resources 
support pet-inclusive work.

The biggest barriers are structural, not philosophical.

Respondents most often said that funding, partnerships 
with animal welfare organizations, access to pet supplies/
resources, policy guidance, and model protocols or tools 

would help them better serve families with pets. The findings 
point to a need for implementation support, not just 

awareness-building.

Agencies want practical implementation 
support.
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Pets are increasingly being recognized as part of the family. They provide companionship, emotional 
support, routine, and comfort, and can play an important role in human health and well-being. At the 
same time, when families experience housing instability, interpersonal violence, financial hardship, 
transportation challenges, or other crises, caring for a pet can create additional barriers to safety and 
service access.

Social service agencies (SSAs) often 
help people meet urgent needs related to 
housing, food, transportation, behavioral 
health, crisis response, and family stability. 
Yet in many service systems, pets remain 
largely outside of routine assessment, 
planning, and resource coordination. As a 
result, families may face difficult choices 
seeking the help they need while keeping 
their pets safe.

Emerging work in One Health and Whole 
Family approaches has emphasized the 
connections between human and animal 
well-being. For instance, studies have 
shown that anywhere from 18% to 48% of 
domestic violence victims delay leaving out 
of concern for their pets.1  

 

1	 Pet-friendly housing and survivors of domestic violence. The American Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals. Accessed May 12, 2026. https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/
pet-friendly-housing-and-survivors-domestic-violence

Introduction

https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/pet-friendly-housing-and-survivors-domestic-violence
https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/pet-friendly-housing-and-survivors-domestic-violence
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Additionally, 48% of unhoused individuals with pets have 
been turned away from shelters because of their pet.2  
Another study found that 25–50% of the clients with pets 
at a food bank were coming to get “human food” for their 
pet because there were no places where they could get 
pet food.3  This diverts limited resources away from food-
insecure people while also failing to meet the nutritional 
needs of pets.

While some small studies have reported on pilot programs 
or informal approaches to include pets in service delivery, 
there has not been a large-scale assessment of the state of pet-
inclusive programming in human-focused SSAs. To help address 
that gap, the Center for Pet Family Well-Being (CPFW) at the 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville, conducted a national survey of SSAs 
in the United States (US). This summary describes how these agencies are 
currently engaging with pet-related issues, where support is already occurring, what 
barriers agencies face, and what resources could help strengthen pet-inclusive service delivery.

2	 People with pets experiencing homelessness. The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty  to 
Animals. Accessed May 12, 2026. https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/
people-pets-experiencing-homelessness

3	 Rauktis ME, Rose L, Chen Q, Martone R, Martello M. “Their Pets Are Loved Members of Their Family”: Animal 
Ownership, Food Insecurity, and the Value of Having Pet Food Available in Food Banks. Anthrozoös. 2017;30(4):581-593. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2017.1370225 

Research Questions
This study was guided by four main questions:

1.	 To what extent, and in what ways, do SSAs currently 
address the needs of clients’ pets formally or informally? 

2.	 What factors impact collaboration between social 
service and animal welfare agencies? 

3.	 Which existing social service programs are most 
compatible with pet-inclusive or One Health approaches, 
and what factors make these collaborations successful? 

4.	 What types of evidence, guidance, and resources do 
SSAs need to recognize and operationalize pets 
as part of the family unit?

https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/people-pets-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/housing/people-pets-experiencing-homelessness
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2017.1370225
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Methods
CPFW conducted a national survey of SSAs in the US to understand the services they offer and 
barriers to pet-inclusive service delivery. The online survey was open to SSA staff from January to 
April 2026. It was distributed through national and state professional networks, LinkedIn, conference 
sharing, email, and direct phone outreach to organizations across all 50 states and capitals to 
broaden geographic representation.

The survey was developed based on 
existing literature and 10 key informant 
interviews with social service staff. It 
included a combination of closed-ended and 
open-ended questions about organizational 
characteristics, programs and services, 
current approaches to supporting clients 
with pets, barriers to collaboration or 
implementation, and organizational 
readiness to better include pets in service 
delivery. 

Responses were screened to ensure 
they reflected human-focused SSAs and 
grouped by region (West, Northeast, 
Midwest, and South), according to US 
Census classification. Identifiers were 

used briefly to reduce duplicate responses before data were de-identified for analysis. A total of 209 
responses across 43 states and Washington, DC were included in the final dataset.

Results
Findings are presented primarily as percentages. For several 
survey items, respondents were allowed to select more than 
one answer; in those figures, percentages do not sum to 
100%. Graphs and tables include the sample size (n), ie, the 
number of people who answered that particular question.



Respondent and Organization Characteristics

Figure 1. Respondents role within their organization. (n=209)

Figure 2. U.S. geographic region where the organization is located. (n=208)

30% 29%
26%

15%

Midwest West South Northeast

30%

28%

23%

16%

2%

Staff

Executive Team

Program Director

Case Management

Other

5

Respondents represented a range of roles within their organizations, most commonly staff (including 
managers, coordinators, and administrative staff), executive team members, program directors, 
and case management personnel (Figure 1). “Other” encompassed mainly volunteers. Participating 
organizations were located across all major regions in the US, with the highest representation from 
the Midwest and West and somewhat lower representation from the Northeast (Figure 2).



Figure 4. The percent of organizations serving each of the geographic area 
types. (n=209)

Figure 3. The estimated number of individuals each organization reported 
served in the previous fiscal year. (n=209)
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Organizations varied in size and service footprint. In the past fiscal year, about half of the 
organizations (48%) served over 1000 individuals, and half (45%) served fewer than 1000 (Figure 3). 
Organizations mostly operated in urban areas (70%), and a third served all geographic area types 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 5. Percent of responding organizations offering different programs and 
service types. (n=209)
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Participating agencies represented a broad mix of social service program areas. Housing and 
homelessness services were the most commonly reported category (72%), followed by community 
outreach or engagement programs, financial/material/transportation assistance, food or nutrition 
assistance, legal or case management services, and health or behavioral health services (Figure 
5). Other participating organizations worked in domestic violence, crisis or disaster response, child/
youth/family support, employment or education, senior services, and culturally specific programs.

When clients apply for services at these organizations, almost half (46%) use separate forms for 
individual programs, while 40% use a single intake application for all services offered. The remaining 
respondents (14%) selected “Other” and did not provide additional explanations; however, these can 
reflect application processes not listed, such as referrals from medical providers or insurance, 
hybrid intake forms, verbal intake applications, or no formal application used.



Pets are a Meaningful Part of Client Households

Figure 6. Proportion of clients with pets served by each organization. (n=208)

Nearly half (47%) of responding organizations reported 
asking clients about pets at intake. This is likely an 
overestimation across all SSAs, as those participants 
who are disinterested in pet-related services and 
collaborations or are not providing them currently may 
have been less likely to complete the survey. 

At the same time, a notable share of organizations 
(53%) said they did not know or did not track whether 
clients had pets (Figure 6). This is an important finding 
in itself: it suggests that pets are relevant to service 
delivery more often than agencies may currently 
document through routine intake and data systems.

When asked what proportion of the people that they serve have pets, 39% of respondents estimated 
that “some” (10–40%) of their clients have pets, while 24% estimated that over 40% of their clients 
have pets (Figure 6). Over a fifth (22%) reported that they either did not track that or did not know. 

According to the APPA’s 2025 report, 71% of American households have a pet, up from 63% in 
2024.1  Respondents may be underestimating the percentage of their clients who have pets, given 

1	 American Pet Products Association. Industry trends and stats. American Pet Products Association. 
Accessed May 12, 2026. https://americanpetproducts.org/industry-trends-and-stats
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https://americanpetproducts.org/industry-trends-and-stats


Agencies are Already Providing Informal Pet-Related 
Help

Respondents described a range of ways their organizations support clients 
with pets. The most commonly reported type of assistance was pet food 

and supplies, which was formally offered by 34% of respondents and 
informally by 39% of respondents (Figure 7). Other types of pet-

related assistance or services—such as pet deposits, vaccines, 
spay/neuter, emotional support, or service animal resources—
were more likely not to be offered, and when they were offered, it 
was more likely to be offered informally. We asked respondents 
whose organizations currently support pets to describe the 
programs or services offered to gain additional insights (Table 
1). Again, we see that pet food and supply distribution were 
most frequently mentioned. There are three types of housing 
or shelter arrangement models reflected: on-site co-sheltering 
(pets and people together in a room), on-site separate housing 

for pets and people, and off-site boarding.

that the national average is higher, and many organizations are not asking about pets. It is also 
possible that their clients have lower rates of pet households because of their social or financial 
situation. Many pet households are struggling to care for their pets without compromising their own 
well-being, with around one in ten considering rehoming a pet due to cost.2

2	 MetLife Pet Insurance. Pet poverty report. MetLife Pet Insurance. July 2, 2025. Accessed May 12, 2026. https://
www.metlifepetinsurance.com/pet-poverty-report
55

55

9

https://www.metlifepetinsurance.com/pet-poverty-report
https://www.metlifepetinsurance.com/pet-poverty-report


Pet food/supplies 
(n=191)

Housing advocacy/pet deposits 
(n=185)
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(n=186)
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(n=185)
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needs (n=183)

Pet-related education/outreach 
(n=185)

Figure 7. Percent of organizations that provide the listed types of pet-
related assistance formally, informally, or not at all. 
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Table 1. Pet-related Services or Programs Offered by Responding Agencies 
and Frequency Mentioned* 

Program or Service Type Details/Description 
Examples  
(direct quotes with 
participant #) 

Frequency

Pet food and basic supplies 
distribution

Pet food via pantry/ 
delivery/outreach; 
supplies (eg, litter, bowls, 
leashes, crates, etc.); 
often donation- or stock-
dependent

“provides monthly pet 
food delivery . . . .”  / 
“pet food . . .  once 
per week.” / “provide 
food, crates, leashes, 
toys, litter . . . .” 

32

Preventive care (vaccines, 
spay/neuter, clinics/events)

Vaccines and spay/ 
neuter offered/covered 
or via clinics/events; 
sometimes required

“Free vaccinations 
. . . free spay and 
neutering” / “vet clinic 
. . . once a month.” 
/ “Three times per 
year” 

16

Pet-inclusive sheltering 
(co-sheltering on-site)

Pets allowed on-site 
in emergency shelter/ 
transitional/PSH; may be 
pet-friendly rooms/areas; 
sometimes time-limited 
stays

“We . . . allow pets 
onsite.” / “Our PSH . 
. . allow pets.” / “Pets 
can stay with owners 
in shelter.” 

16

Off-site boarding/foster/
temporary custody 
(including rehoming)

Boarding at animal 
hospital/business; foster/ 
shelter placement; 
emergency custody 
stays; rehoming help

“help . . . with 
boarding and 
rehoming . . . .”  / 
“animal hospital 
that boards clients' 
pets . . . .” / “foster 
placement” 

15

Veterinary care access 
(partnered/low-cost/ 
discretionary)

Low-cost/free veterinary 
services via partners; 
reduced rates; 
discretionary coverage; 
veterinary access 
coordination

“offer low-cost 
veterinary services.” 
/ “reduced rates from 
our local vet clinics 
. . . .” / “financial 
assistance with 
veterinary care” 

15

Referral-based support 
(informal linkages)

Referrals/info to SPCA/ 
humane society/ 
partners/ 211; informal 
advocacy; no formal 
MOUs

“Only informally by 
making referrals 
. . . .”  / “Referral 
other agency . . . .” / 
“Refer . . . unofficially, 
without formal 
partnership” 

13

11



Table 1. (continued)

*Summarized from open-ended question (n = 120).

Program or Service 
Type Details/Description 

Examples  
(direct quotes with 
participant #) 

Frequency

On-site dedicated pet 
facilities (kennels/pet 
apartment/sanctuary)

Separate pet building/ 
kennel/pet apartment/ 
sanctuary providing 
housing/care for pets 
during client stay

 “pet can stay in our 
pet apartment.” / “pet 
sanctuary on-site . . . .” 

12

ESA/service animal 
documentation and 
policy support

ESA assessments/letters; 
service-animal advocacy/ 
training; programs limited 
to service/ESA animals

“Training and advocacy 
for service animals” / 
“ESA letters” / “accept 
. . . service animals . 
. . emotional support 
animals” 

12

Housing navigation 
financial help for pet 
barriers

Pet-friendly housing 
search; paying pet 
deposits/fees; damage 
mitigation; housing 
navigation supports

“find them apartments/ 
leases that allow pets” / 
“will pay pet deposits” / 
“Covering pet deposits 
. .” 

10

Transportation 
and appointment 
coordination

Scheduling and transport 
to vet/boarding/services

“Coordinating the 
scheduling . . . 
transportation to vet 
care” / “assist with . 
. . transportation” / 
“transportation for these 
services” 

5

Disaster/mass care pet 
support

Pet-friendly disaster 
shelters; co-located/
off-site pet sheltering; 
supplies/emergency vet 
care; recovery barriers

“During disasters, we 
support pets . . . .” / 
“mass care . . . pet 
sheltering options” / “we 
support households with 
pets during disasters . 
. . .”

3

Funding-only/grants/ 
applying for external 
pet funds

Provides funding to other 
agencies, discretionary 
pet funds, or applies for 
pet-specific assistance 
funds

“we provide funding 
to agencies who do.” / 
“Sometimes we have 
funding to support 
survivors with pets . . 
. discretionary” / “Staff 
apply for pet-related 
services funds (ie, Red 
Rover)” 

3

12



Formally offered assistance refers to programs, services, or supports for 
clients with pets that are recognized or supported by the organization 
itself—through policy, funding, partnerships, or established 
procedures. Examples include offering pet food in a food pantry’s 
regular inventory, a formal partnership or MOU with a humane 
society, agency program budget line items for pet-related 
supplies, and staff trained or officially assigned to assist with 
pet-related needs.

Informally offered assistance refers to help provided to clients 
with pets that occurs ad hoc, at staff discretion, or outside 
official agency policy or funding. This can involve staff or 
volunteers personally bringing pet food to clients, making 
exceptions to rules so clients can bring pets into a shelter, using 
personal or donated funds to cover a veterinary bill, and referring 
clients to pet resources unofficially, without a formal partnership.

When support was offered formally, organizations most often described 
having written policies or procedures, official partnerships with animal welfare 
agencies, and collection of data related to pet needs (Figure 8). When support was offered informally, 
it most often depended on staff storing or sharing donated pet food, caseworkers making ad hoc 
referrals to animal welfare groups, or clients receiving help through unofficial community contacts 
(Figure 9).

Figure 8. Methods through which organizations offer formal pet-related 
assistance. (n=89)
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Figure 9. Methods through which organizations offer informal pet-related 
assistance. (n=160)
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Collaboration with Animal Welfare Organizations is 
Common and of Interest 

About half of the responding organizations (49%) either 
had a past or ongoing partnership with an animal welfare 
organization (AWO), and another 39% were interested in 
establishing one (Figure 10).  Among organizations that 
had collaborated, the most common types of collaboration 
were emergency or crisis coordination, referrals or cross-
training, and shared food distribution (Figure 11).

Among organizations that had not collaborated in the 
past, the most reported reasons were limited staff time 
or capacity, lack of funding/resources, and not having 
identified potential partners (Figure 12). These responses 
suggest that practical and structural barriers may play a 
larger role than philosophical resistance to collaboration.

Taken together, these patterns suggest that many agencies are already trying to respond to pet-
related needs, but often through informal staff effort rather than a fully developed organizational 
infrastructure.



Figure 10. Percent of organizations that had current or past partnerships and 
those that were or were not interested in forming a partnership. (n=193)

Figure 11. The ways in which organizations have collaborated with animal 
welfare organizations in the past. (n=92)
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Figure 12. Reasons why organizations have not collaborated with animal 
welfare organizations in the past. (n=93)
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Figure 13. Reported barriers to collaboration or pet-inclusive work for 
participating organizations. (n=170)
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Barriers to Pet-Inclusive Work are Largely Structural

Organizations reported a range of barriers to collaboration or pet-inclusive service delivery. The 
most common were housing or shelter restrictions, funding eligibility restrictions, liability or insurance 
concerns, and limited staff or volunteer capacity (Figure 13). 

When asked what factors affect collaboration, respondents most often pointed to leadership 
commitment from both sectors, supportive policies or regulations, shared mission or values, 
community awareness and trust, and flexible or shared funding streams (Figure 14). Together, these 
findings suggest that pet-inclusive service delivery is shaped less by whether agencies care about the 
issue and more by whether systems, policies, and resources support action.



Figure 14. Factors that affect the ability of social service agencies to 
collaborate with animal welfare organizations. (n=175)
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Agencies Want Practical Supports to Better Include 
Pets

Respondents identified several concrete supports that would help them better recognize pets as part 
of the family in service delivery. Funding or grants for pet-related assistance was the most frequently 
selected need, followed by partnerships with AWOs, access to pet supplies/resources, policy or 
regulatory guidance, and model protocols or implementation tools (Figure 15). 

Similarly, when asked what changes would make it easier for their agency to support families with 
pets or collaborate with animal welfare partners, respondents (n = 113) typically suggested that 
agencies see pet support as primarily limited by structural capacity rather than lack of interest (Table 
2). The most common needs were dedicated funding, more space/infrastructure, and stronger 



Figure 15. Percent of organizations that indicated whether or not each 
factor would help them to include pets as part of the family in their service 
delivery.  (n=168)
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partnerships with animal welfare and veterinary organizations. Respondents also emphasized 
broader system changes—especially more pet-friendly housing, clearer policies, staff training, and 
cultural recognition of pets as family members—as key to making pet-inclusive services more feasible 
and sustainable.



Table 2. Changes that would Facilitate Agencies to Support Pet Families and 
Collaborate with Animal Welfare Partners* 

Main Theme Description Illustrative Quotes Frequency 

Funding and 
dedicated financial 
resources

The most common barrier 
was a lack of pet-specific 
funding for food, supplies, 
veterinary care, boarding, 
staffing, deposits, and 
overall program capacity. 
Many respondents said 
they could do more 
with dedicated grants, 
recurring funding, or 
flexible funding streams.

“A pet-specific grant to fund 
pet services/resources.” / 
“Secure and reliable funding 
streams” / “More funding that 
helps with pets” / “Dedicated 
grants or other types of 
financial support specific to 
supporting pets” 

38

Space, 
infrastructure, and 
facility constraints

Respondents frequently 
described physical 
limitations: no room 
for on-site kennels, 
communal living 
challenges, lack of 
separate pet areas, 
storage, washers/
dryers, dog runs, or safe 
infrastructure for co-
sheltering.

“Have an onsite kennel, 
however we do not have 
space at this time.” / “We 
would need additional staffing 
and space” / “Create a 
separate storage area for pet 
supplies” / “the ability to have 
a separate washer/dryer for 
pet owners” 

22

Pet-friendly 
housing and 
landlord/property 
barriers

Many agencies said 
support would improve 
if more landlords and 
housing providers allowed 
pets, reduced breed 
restrictions, or waived 
unreasonable pet fees/
deposits. Housing market 
conditions were a major 
structural barrier.

“we would need a shift in 
the housing market for more 
apartments to allow pets.” / 
“More landlords allowing pets 
in their buildings.”/ “we run 
into the issue very frequently 
. . . of breed restrictions in 
apartments/housing.”

15

Partnerships 
and cross-sector 
collaboration

Agencies wanted stronger 
formal partnerships with 
animal welfare groups, 
humane societies, 
veterinarians, shelters, 
local government, and 
community organizations 
to expand services and 
referrals.

“Partnerships with people who 
can assist our clients with 
pet food and pet-accepting 
housing/shelters” / “Stronger 
collaborations with pet 
welfare, veterinarians, and 
law enforcement and animal 
control” / “Working with an 
animal welfare league would 
be helpful” 

15
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When asked what evidence would be most persuasive to agency leadership, respondents reported 
a mix of endorsements from funders or associations, cost-benefit or return-on-investment studies, 
evaluation results from other agencies, and other forms of applied evidence (Figure 16). No single 

Main Theme Description Illustrative Quotes Frequency 

Policy, 
insurance, 
and liability 
changes

Respondents identified a 
need for clearer internal 
policies, more supportive 
legislation, insurance 
solutions, reduced liability 
concerns, and policy 
changes in funding, 
transportation, disaster 
response, and housing 
systems.

“More supportive legislation.” 
/ “Clear policies about best 
practices supporting someone 
with an animal.” / “The 
insurance is what took the 
longest . . . .” / “Determine how 
to eliminate liability when staff 
work with clients with pets.”

14

Cultural change 
and greater 
recognition of 
pets as family

Many responses 
emphasized attitudes and 
values: agencies, landlords, 
community members, and 
systems need to better 
understand the human-
animal bond and view pets 
as part of the family rather 
than an optional extra.

“more awareness of the 
important role pets play in 
stabilizing families.” / “Pets 
are the only family that some 
have.” / “having pets be 
recognized as living beings 
and not as property would 
help.”

13

Staffing, 
training, 
and internal 
capacity

Agencies reported needing 
more staff, pet-specific 
roles, animal behavior 
training, staff education, 
and management support to 
implement and sustain pet-
inclusive practices.

“Staff training” / “Increased 
funding and staffing” / “Having 
an advocate that would work 
with clients/residents that have 
pets . . . .”

12

Client 
assessment, 
awareness, 
and data 
systems

Some respondents said it 
would help to ask about 
pets consistently at intake, 
improve awareness of 
available resources, collect 
better data, and build more 
intentional screening into 
agency workflows.

“incorporating questions into 
assessments” / “Assessing 
for pets at intake” / “actually 
asking clients consistently 
about their pets”

6

*Summarized from open-ended question (n = 113).

Table 2. (continued)
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Figure 16. Respondents indicated the top types of data or evidence that would 
persuade agency leadership to include pets in their service delivery.  (n=165)
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Figure 17. Respondents’ level of agreement with statements related to social service 
agencies and pets. (n=185)
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Readiness is Present, but Not Universal

The survey also included statements related to One Health/Whole Family approaches and 
organizational readiness. Most respondents agreed that staff in their organizations understand the 
role pets play in clients’ lives, and many agreed that pet-inclusive service delivery aligns with their 
mission and values (Figure 17). At the same time, fewer respondents agreed that their agencies 
currently have the resources to engage in partnerships or provide pet-related support. 

When asked directly about readiness, many organizations described themselves as very ready (31%) 
or somewhat ready (28%) to include pets as part of their mission to serve families, while others were 
neutral or reported lower readiness (Figure 18). This pattern suggests both strong potential for growth 
and a clear need for implementation support. Those who indicated that they were “very ready” were 
significantly more likely to already ask about pets at intake and have ongoing partnerships with AWOs 
than those who indicated that they were “not ready at all.” Unsurprisingly, those SSAs who were “not 
ready at all” were significantly more likely to identify the reasons why they had not collaborated with 
AWOs in the past (Figure 12). Over 90% of the organizations that were “very ready” did not identify 
any of these reasons as factors in their collaboration. Finally, when it comes to barriers to pet-
inclusive work, those who were “not ready at all” identified food safety or storage, liability or insurance 
concerns, and limited staff or volunteer capacity as barriers significantly more than those who were 
“very ready,” indicating that these are the main issues that need to be addressed.



Figure 18. Organizational readiness to include pets as part of their mission to 
serve families. (n=175)
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Themes from Respondents’ Final Reflections

The survey included an area for participants to share their 
final thoughts. These reflections (n = 70) emphasized that 
successful collaboration depends on recognizing pets as 
part of the family unit and building systems that help people 
keep pets with them during crises. Respondents most 
often cited funding, pet-inclusive sheltering, and stronger 
partnerships as core needs, while also identifying housing 
barriers, liability concerns, and practical supports like food, 
litter, and fostering as key pieces of a workable response.

Discussion
This national survey suggests that SSAs are starting to recognize pets as part of the family, yet pet-
related needs are not consistently built into systems and service delivery. Many organizations are 
already helping clients with pets by providing food, supplies, referrals, transportation, and temporary 
sheltering or boarding. However, this support often relies on informal staff efforts, donated resources, 
or ad hoc partnerships rather than formal policies or infrastructure.
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Implications
Several practical implications emerge from the findings:

1.	 Add pet-related questions to intake and 
assessment processes. Routine intake questions 
can help agencies better understand the 
prevalence of pets in client households and 
identify needs earlier.

2.	 Develop formal referral pathways and 
partnerships. Agencies may benefit from building 
relationships with AWOs before a crisis occurs.

3.	 Move from informal workarounds to 
organizational systems. Written protocols, 
designated partnerships, and clearer procedures 
can reduce reliance on ad hoc staff effort.

4.	 Invest in low-barrier supports. Pet food, 
supplies, temporary boarding, and transportation 
assistance may represent practical entry points 
for pet-inclusive services.

The findings also suggest that the biggest barriers are structural, not 
philosophical. Agencies most often pointed to housing restrictions, limited 

funding, liability concerns, and staff capacity as the main obstacles. 
Additionally, many organizations reported working with animal welfare 

partners or wanting to do so, reflecting strong interest in cross-
sector collaboration.

As a national snapshot, this summary highlights three key 
contributions: pet-related concerns arise across many types of 
social service settings, agencies are often already doing this 
work informally, and there are clear steps that could strengthen 
pet-inclusive practice. These include funding, partnerships, pet-

inclusive sheltering and housing, policy guidance, and practical 
implementation tools. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that moving toward pet-inclusive 
service delivery is less about building interest and more about building 

the conditions that make it possible. These patterns point directly to several 
practical implications for agencies, partners, and funders.



Limitations
This summary should be interpreted in light of 
several limitations. The survey used a nonprobability 
sample and may overrepresent organizations 
already interested in pet-related issues. Findings are 
based on self-reports and may reflect differences in 
interpretation and organizational knowledge across 
respondents.  As a result, these findings are best 
understood as a descriptive national snapshot rather 
than a representative estimate of all SSAs in the US.

This national survey suggests that pets are a meaningful 
part of family life for many people served by SSAs, 
yet pet-related needs are not always systematically 
recognized in service delivery. At the same time, 
agencies are already responding—often informally—and 
many appear interested in stronger collaboration and 
more pet-inclusive approaches.

The findings point to a practical opportunity: with better 
funding, clearer policies, stronger partnerships, and 
accessible implementation tools, more agencies may be 
able to recognize pets as part of the family and respond 
to clients’ needs in more coordinated and humane ways.
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5.	 Support implementation with funding and policy change. Funders, policymakers, and system 
leaders can help by allowing pet-related expenses where appropriate and reducing policy barriers 
that separate families from pets.

6.	 Build the evidence base. Case examples, implementation tools, program evaluations, and cost-
related evidence may help organizations and leaders better understand the value of pet-inclusive 
approaches.

Conclusion
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