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ABSTRACT: In the face of a global pandemic, domesticated and companion animals
are relegated to the most vulnerable stratification of society. Companion animals
(pets) have been established as family members in a wide breath of cultures globally;
thereby ensuring reliance on humans for maintaining care and wellbeing. Furthermore, those on social media are sharing animal stories, photos, memes, and videos
as a mechanism of distraction, enjoyment, and humor. Animals are becoming the
force to bring humanity together through crisis, and yet, they require human care and
compassion. Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, the world was confronted with three
pertinent questions: 1. How do individuals provide physical and emotional care and
enrichment for pets during a pandemic? 2. Are there zoonotic concerns in caring for a
pet? 3. What are the mid- and long-term repercussions of the pandemic for pet care?
To address these questions, this paper identifies avenues of support, and challenges
that can be addressed in the midst of the pandemic to advance and ensure companion
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animal welfare. This is the moment we collectively challenge the notion of companion
animals as family members and the importance of these very animals in our lives.
KEYWORDS: COVID-19, pets, zoonosis, animal welfare, veterinary social work

INTRODUCTION
On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a world-wide
pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020); which has created situations that are
unprecedented in the past 100 years. Situations of psychological crisis are defined
as ones that force change of previous behaviour as old patterns become inadequate
for reality and its requirements. In the face of pandemics, priorities get redefined.
Self-preservation instinct dictates behaviour aimed at individual welfare. In such situations the weakest social categories are mostly exposed to danger and they are most
vulnerable. Representatives of these categories have either limited or no means to
protect themselves, therefore their susceptibility to harm and injury is the highest.
All humans are vulnerable to the novel corona virus, making its spread a universal and
global concern. About a month later, the novelty of life with COVID-19 still clings to
the corners of daily life. As of this writing, the central directions for dealing with the
virus and the disease COVID-19 include social distancing, staying at home, washing
your hand and practicing good mental and physical health habits. Routines of work
and recreation have all but ceased as people try to comply with the public health guidance. The international community has begun to settle into a routine of social distancing and working from home – with millions of pets by our collective sides.
In western cultures of the 21st century, domesticated animals are arguably the weakest social stratification. As non-linguistic, sentient beings, they have minimal opportunities to protect their own interests. In the current anthropocentrically dominated
world animals depend on people. As Donaldson and Kymlicka state in Zoopolis (2011)
non-human animals should be treated as citizens of human societies because they
have been included by people against their will. This becomes particularly apparent
in situations of crisis which usually lead to depletion of resources, thus resulting in
shortages. Pets are more than companions, they are family. Yet, they cannot help pay
the bills nor can they resource their own food from inside the shared home – especially during a shelter-in-place order.
The Center for Disease Control issued a statement early on that pets are not susceptible to COVID-19. Though there are a number of strains, the specific virus that
is wreaking havoc on people does not “jump” to, nor from domesticated pets (Center
for Disease Control and Prevention 2020). Herein is the prime situation for animal
bonding – people are turning to pets in the home and social media for catharsis that
people cannot get from typical social interactions at this time. With daily life moving
indoors, people are taking to social media as a communication tool. Social media posts
about animals in natural habitats, and not so natural habitats abound as a mechanism
of detaching from stress and finding enjoyment in others. Species that adapted to noc-
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turnal behaviours to accommodate human cycle have become more visible in cities as
they return to their natural preferences (Forbes 2020; Podlaskie 2020). In Italy, people
were so thrilled to see the positive impact of their home-stay that a photo of dolphins
in the canals of Venice were hard not to believe (National Geographic, 2020). Though
false and exaggerated stories abound, there is plentiful truth and hope to be found as
well. Animals on social media are evoking happiness, humor, and compassion: therapy
dogs visiting nursing homes through windows (Today 2020) and supporting emergency room doctors (CNN 2020), to parrots demonstrating behaviors that make people
laugh (YouTube 2016).
In the United States, many communities have found that the mandatory shelter-inplace has created a pseudo-parental-leave situation, affording time to welcome a new
family member into the home. Move over toilet paper, make room for adoptions and
fosters! As shelters began to see an influx of surrendered pets, economic hardship, and
inability to maintain staffing due to place sanitary conditions and shelter-in-orders,
people heeded the call to action and opened their homes to fosters and adoptions
(Maddie’s Fund 2020). Animal protection societies and shelters have reported simultaneous increases of relinquished and abandoned animals, and applications for foster
care after the start of the pandemic in the United States (Localsyr.com 2020). Shelters
have reported 100% increase in foster home applications, while other shelters have
seen record adoptions (ASI 2020).
The way humans choose to engage and interact with each other, and with our pets
in times of crises demonstrates our dedication to humanity. Innately, humans seek to
support each other, find comfort in shared moments, and demonstrate acts of compassion. As people social distance from each other, companion animals/pets become core
support systems for physical and emotional wellbeing.
CONCERNS OF PEOPLE WITH PETS
Companion animals are generally thought to enrich the lives of humans- regardless
of what is happening around them. Living with animals and including them in daily
routines is linked with various benefits: social interaction, exercise, emotional supports and social connectedness. Chandler (2019) outlines eight domains of pet-owner
wellness: emotional and physical nurturance, sense of family, sense of responsibility
and purpose, friendship/companionship, social interaction and connections, personal
values/spiritual values; fun and play and physical health. Each of these eight dimensions would be affected by the risks presented by the Coronavirus and COVID-19, by
social distancing and social isolation responses and the social and economic disruptions associated with the pandemic. Pets react to changes in their social environment
and to the emotional state of their humans.
Wood, Martin, Christian, Nathan et al. (2015) studied the impact of pet ownership
on social networks and social relationships. Pet owners reported they were able to
interact more readily with others in their neighborhoods and that these interactions
resulted in supportive relationships and new friendships. Their conclusion was that
pet ownership might result in higher levels of social interaction and healthier neigh-
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borhoods. Strong social, neighborhood networks could provide added support and
tangible resources to those coping with the limitations of shelter-in-place orders as
well as those who are more vulnerable because of age or health conditions.
While the COVID-19 pandemic is unique, past disasters have raised concerns provide some insight about the welfare of companion animals during times of crisis. First
responders during Hurricane Katrina quickly learned that rescue efforts had to include pets when many people refused to leave their pets behind; quickly endangering
their lives and the lives of others (Zeitlin 2019). Disaster planning experts have since
recognized that companion animals must be included in disaster planning and have
issued preparedness advice (Federal Emergency Management Agency 2019; Chadwin
2017) Though COVID-19 is not a natural disaster, there is an imperative need for
public health guidance inclusive of implications for companion animals and the humans with whom they live.
DISEASE SUSCEPTIBILITY AS A ZOONOTIC DISEASE
One of the first concerns to emerge with Coronavirus and COVID-19 was about the susceptibility of pets, and the likelihood that the disease could be spread by human-animal contact (Goumenou, Spandidos and Tsatsakis 2020). Although there is some suspicion that COVID-19 originated from bats (Millán-Oñate et al. 2020), and is therefore
considered a zoonotic disease, infectious disease experts and multiple international
and domestic human and animal health organizations do not believe that companion
animals can spread COVID-19 to other animals or people at this time (AVMA 2020).
At the time of this publication, two dogs (Hong Kong) and one cat (Belgium) that were
in contact with COVID-19 infected humans have been reported to test positive for
COVID-19. It is likely that these animals were contaminated with the virus, and while
this indicates that dogs and cats can become infected, it is unlikely that the virus leads
to clinical signs or propagates enough virus to lead to transmission (AVMA 2020).
Additionally, porous surfaces such as pet fur may not transmit the virus as easily as
nonporous smooth surfaces (AVMA 2020). Idexx, a veterinary diagnostic laboratory,
is currently developing a veterinary-specific COVID-19 PCR test. To date, over 4,000
animals from areas with COVID-19 positive humans have been screened, and all results have been negative (Idexx 2020). Interestingly, the conversation was focused
immediately on whether people could contract the virus from their pets, not whether
people could give the virus to their pets.
While there is no current evidence that companion animals succumb to clinical
disease from COVID-19 or transmit it onto others, further research is warranted and
ongoing. Until more information is known about COVID-19 in companion animals,
it is prudent to minimize the risk of spread. Prevention of spread of COVID-19 is no
different from the precautions that are taken with any other zoonotic disease, with
the most critical practice being rigorous handwashing. In addition, the mandate of social distancing during a pandemic is important. Dogs should keep distance from other
dogs and people and should not be exposed to high density areas such as dog parks
and daycare facilities. Extensive travel with pets should be significantly limited to
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minimize transmission (Anderson, Stull and Weese 2019). These hygiene and preventive practices are especially important for both for pets who are immunocompromised
and pet owners who are immunocompromised (Grant and Olsen 1999).
ECONOMIC AND CARE BURDEN
The extent of the economic impact of Coronavirus and COVID-19 is yet to be determined, but many people have lost their jobs and income as a result of efforts to “flatten the curve” by shutting down all but essential businesses (Oliver 2020; Specktor
2020). For some the added costs of caring for an animal during economic hardship
may lead to relinquishing the animal at a shelter. The uncertainly about the fate of the
economy and the financial concerns may outweigh the relationship and bond between
some humans and their companion animals. For others, daily routines of care, rather
than the expense of the animal during times of social-quarantine or social isolation
prove to be too great a burden and result in relinquishing the animal to a shelter.
CHANGE IN ROUTINES
Shelter-in-place orders have altered the daily routines for most United States residents. For many, these orders mean more time to be with their pets and to enjoy interactions with them. There may be more opportunities for walking and playing outside
using appropriate social distancing behaviors. Overall, there is likely increased contact during the day.
After the Spanish government-imposed restrictions on leaving the home, Spanish
social media humorously suggested walking a plush stuffed dog on a leash was in
accordance with the rules: “You can walk a dog. Any dog” (Daily Mail 2020). Humour
aside, those who are quarantined and cannot not leave the home may need to explore
opportunities to re-train their pets, predominantly dogs and indoor/outdoor cats, to
relieve themselves in a designated inside location (Lowrey 2020). This alteration in
routine and impromptu training will no doubt be confusing for both person and pet.
Working from home also brings changes in the ways in which people and pets interact.
Pets do not understand the need to stay away, or stay quiet during conference calls or
virtual meetings. However, the occasional cat across the screen, or arm bump by a dog
is a nod towards silver linings and an opportunity for humor as people reconnect in
this new context.
Compassionate humans will devote adequate time to their companion animals to
compensate for the work-related separations. Pets and people experience boredom
when experiencing diminished stimulation. Domesticated dogs and cats require stimulation of play to alleviate boredom and stress associated with social isolation and/
or quarantine (Lowrey 2020); since people benefit from play as well, it is mutually
beneficial to carve out daily time to engage. A similar attempt to address the needs
of animals, specifically their need for play and enrichment, is changing their physical
environments. At the Shed Aquarium, caretakers allowed the penguins to wander the
grounds of the oceanarium in the absence of visitors (CBS News 2020). Revisiting the

116

SOCIETY REGISTER 2020 / VOL. 4., NO. 3

pull towards social media, zoos around the world have been livestreaming animal play,
new births, and lunch-time musings.
VULNERABLE GROUPS
Older people and those with underlying chronic illness have been deemed more vulnerable for COVID-19 than others. These vulnerable groups may need additional supports to shop for food and supplies for their pet. They may also need communication
(e.g. reminders) or physical support to walk and play with their pet(s).
For immunocompromised persons living with pets during a pandemic, the goal is to
keep the person with his or her pet in a healthy and mutually beneficial relationship
that presents minimal risk to both human and animal. Non-profit programs called
human animal support services exist to provide financial, emotional, educational, and
practical assistance to disabled or immunocompromised pet owners (Gorczyca, Fine &
Spain 2006). Routine pet ownership practices that immunocompromised people may
not be able to safely carry out such as walking, grooming, scooping litter boxes, and
administering medications are provided daily by volunteers. However, it is important
that volunteers that enter these homes follow appropriate protocols such as social
distancing and hand washing to not put themselves or the people who are serve at risk.
Communities with pet owners are working collaboratively through neighbourhood
initiatives to walk the dogs for those who are in quarantine (Metro 2020). Using drones
for dog walking is among new, possible suggestions on how to tackle the challenge of
quarantine with a pet who routinely accesses outside spaces (TurnTo23 2020). Training is still required, as are measures for safety, but it is a creative solution to a current
world-wide challenge. Dogs needs to get outside have been met by allowing them outside through windows and balconies. However, stories of physically lowering dogs by
a leash from a second-floor balcony seems far less safe as such actions may seriously
endanger animals’ health and welfare (NY Post 2020).
The risk of becoming ill with COVID-19 and having to be hospitalized can create
additional stressors on homeless people with pets. Any single person with a companion animal will experience added stress unless there is a clear plan for the animal’s
care in the face of extended illness and/or hospitalization. The Humane Society (2020)
offers resources for homes with pets, opportunities to foster/adopt, and preparedness
plans in the event of illness.
People who experience homeless have been shown to have strong bonds with their
companion animals, but the presence of the animal can limit access to shelter services
as well as to deter any help if there is a fear the animal will be taken away (Cleary
et al. 2019). The human service and animal welfare communities have responded to
the need for guidelines, resources, and support by quickly developing and sharing resources for keeping humans and animals together in wellness. My Dog is My Home
(2020) and the Co-Sheltering Collaborative (2020) have put forth guidelines for helping individuals facing homelessness, and individuals serving those who are experiencing homelessness, stay with their pets.
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ANIMALS ASSIST IN TIMES OF CRISIS
Companion animals provide comfort at all times and especially during times of crisis.
It is the unconditional support of animals that many cite as the primary ingredient
for the success of animal assisted interventions and animal assisted programs. Research has shown that companion animals provide emotional support for adults with
mental health challenges (Brooks et al. 2018), for adolescents (Jones, Rice & Cotton
2019), and for older adults (Bibbo, Curl & Johnson 2019). Human-animal interaction
is beneficial and desired by immunocompromised individuals, but certainly not at the
risk of their own physical health (Chan & Rico 2019). Therefore, any animal-assisted
intervention programs should be ceased during pandemics.
However, it stands to reason that pets will be a source of support during the pandemic and during the many societal and economic changes to follow. Animals have
been introduced to crisis work by way of crisis response teams. These human-animal
teams provide additional resources to clergy, social workers, and other health care
professionals reaching out to people affected by crisis (Greenbaum 2006). In addition
to the more common collaborations in psychotherapy, animals will be vital collaborators for supporting human-wellbeing as society seeks to alleviate the burdens of the
effects of this pandemic.
CONCERNS FOR THE WELLBEING OF PETS
One construct to ensuring animal welfare, even during a pandemic, is to ensure the
five freedoms: the freedom from hunger and thirst; freedom from discomfort; freedom from pain, injury or disease; freedom to express normal behavior; and freedom
from fear and distress (FAWC 2009). To attain freedom from pain, injury, and disease,
proper veterinary care is essential. Veterinarians are on the front-line to ensure the
health and wellbeing of both pets and animals.
PROVIDING VETERINARY CARE
During a pandemic, it can be challenging to maintain the physical health and wellbeing of companion animals, especially when other life needs may need to be prioritized.
Veterinary hospitals are considered essential businesses for emergency care for animals. Veterinarians receive regular guidance from organizations such as the American
Veterinary Medical Association on how to operate during these times of uncertainty
(AVMA 2020).
However, veterinary hospitals may struggle to remain open as they are faced with
the same, if not more risks and challenges as the general public. Veterinary staff may
be at increased risk of exposure because of the close contact that is often required
between veterinary staff and clients. Additionally, animal patients may be vectors of
zoonotic disease transmission, although there is no evidence that domestic animals
can transmit COVID-19 to other people or animals at this time. There is evidence that
veterinary staff employees may not be as diligent with zoonotic disease prevention
under normal circumstances (Wright et al. 2008). These added risks may result in re-
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duced staffing, as employees can elect self-quarantine and choose not to work during
these periods. In addition, hospital supplies such as medications and personal protective equipment may be on short supply during these times, as they may not be aware.
These factors, coupled with a decreased caseload, make it difficult for veterinary hospitals to safely remain open and profitable.
Veterinary caseloads should be limited to emergencies only with limited direct contact between the veterinary team and the pet owner. If the animal is due for an annual
wellness examination or other elective procedure, this may be delayed. Depending on
the life stage of the animal (Bartges et al. 2012; Vogt et al. 2010), it is unlikely that a
delayed visit to the veterinarian for preventive care will negatively affect the health
of the animal. Under most circumstances, adult animals that are overdue for vaccinations should not pose an issue (Ford et al. 2017; Scherk et al. 2013). However, animals
that are either very young or very old may be considered immunocompromised, and
it is important that these animals receive appropriate attention and vaccinations as
advised by their veterinarians. One of the most important preventive measures pet
owners can take in preventing infectious disease in their pets is maintaining appropriate social distance.
As pet owners spend more time at home during the times of social distancing, they
may notice abnormalities in their pets that are typically not observed because they
are not together as frequently. Subtle abnormalities or behavior changes may be more
apparent and cause a pet owner to contemplate whether or not this is considered a
true emergency to warrant physically going to the veterinarian.
For these types of issues, veterinarians are making telehealth more readily available
to clients (Roca and McCarthy 2019). While the consultation does not take the place
of a formal face-to-face physical examination, the veterinarian may determine he or
she has enough virtual information to make a proper assessment and recommend an
appropriate treatment plan. This method may alleviate much stress for the pet owner
who is unable to physically go to the veterinary hospital. However, an appropriate
veterinarian-client-patient relationship must be established according to state and
federal guidelines prior to a formal telemedicine consultation. This stipulation underscores the need for all animals to receive regular preventive veterinary care with a
licensed veterinarian prior to a pandemic.
Pets suffering from chronic disease are at risk of not receiving the care they need
during a pandemic. These animals often require frequent recheck appointments for
assessments, diagnostic tests, treatments, and prescription refills. Telehealth is readily available to meet the needs for assessments, especially since veterinarians have a
pre-existing relationship with the pet. However, diagnostic tests and treatments require the animal to be present in the veterinary hospital. Collection of samples for
diagnostic testing and routine treatments such as rehabilitation, bandage changes,
and wound management that must be done in the hospital setting by veterinary professionals may be permitted on a case by case basis. Prescription medications may be
filled using electronic prescribing through a local or remote pharmacy. It is critical
that pet owners understand the indications for prescription medications, the consequences of not having the medication, and what to do in the event that a prescription
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is unable to be filled in time. Proper knowledge and consultation with the veterinarian
may lead to improved planning to prevent these instances from occurring.
PALLIATIVE CARE AND HUMANE EUTHANASIA
A significant emotional challenge in providing high quality veterinary care during a
pandemic is caring for animals requiring hospice and palliative care and for those that
are subject to humane euthanasia. End of life care and euthanasia require a great deal
of attention from the veterinary team to both the animal as well as the pet owner.
This can be a challenge with limited resources, limited time, and barriers to physical
contact where social distancing is mandated. In addition, pet owners are already in a
heighted emotional state due to the circumstances of a pandemic, which may exacerbate the emotions processed when contemplating the decision of euthanasia and
processing the grief from the loss of a pet (Bishop et al. 2016). While the assessment of
quality of life for the animal and discussion of euthanasia may be conducted remotely
between veterinarian and pet owner via telemedicine, the physical act of euthanasia
requires direct contact (Underwood and Anthony 2013).
The grace of euthanasia relies on a bonded veterinary-client-patient relationship,
as the growing majority of pet owners elect to be present during a euthanasia (Dickinson, Roof and Roof 2011). The most ideal circumstance would be for the euthanasia
to be conducted in the home setting, but this may be an unrealistic practice during a
pandemic. Therefore, if a euthanasia is warranted and the pet owner wishes to be present, advanced planning is required to ensure the process runs as smoothly as possible
to minimize the risk of transmission of infectious disease. The International Association for Animal Hospice and Palliative Care (2020) has released practice guidelines
for veterinary services that are transparent for clients. Social distancing, the lack of
direct contact, overzealous disinfection practices, and uniforms of personal protective
equipment worn by the veterinary staff can create a cold and impersonal euthanasia
experience. Thus, conversations that explain procedures offer transparency in this
highly emotional time. The pet owner needs to understand that these practices are in
place to guarantee the safety for all participants. Employing a veterinary social worker
or other mental health professional to coordinate and be present for the euthanasia
may improve the experience for the grieving pet owner.
REPERCUSSIONS OF THE PANDEMIC FOR COMPANION ANIMAL CARE
Living in the state of pandemic creates an unavoidable realization that caring for a pet
quickly becomes a challenge. For people who have a lower threshold of psychological
resistance, or for those who have a lower level of empathy, the instinctive, psychological response may be to reduce stress in their life. In pet ownership, addressing stress
in this manner may look like surrendering a pet to a shelter, or relinquishing a pet to a
veterinary clinic requesting euthanasia (Vice 2020). Pet who belong to people without
appropriate financial means may be abandoned; either by the notion that they have
better odds to find food and resources out of the horse, or that the person cannot lon-
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ger serve as a caretaker. This solution is sometimes consciously used by people who do
not want to kill an animal, but cannot conceive keeping them either. Being helpless,
animals experience the deception of abandonment in a place from which it cannot
return home (Mondelli et. al. 2004; Dog Population Management 2011). The current
pandemic has raised international concerns of a higher probability of euthanasia of
animals in zoological gardens (BBC 2020), and animal shelters (Independent 2020).
When confronting a major crisis, people tend to follow the basic instinct to preserve their genes, concentrate on satisfying their own needs and the needs of their
nearest kin. Thereafter, people look to the community around them. The fundamental
question arises here – which category do pets belong to? And, what about non-domesticated animals?
While some pets are treated as family members, other animals are kept by people in
environments where care and enrichment is delegated. The needs of animals kept for
entertainment, for example in zoos, become of lesser importance. History has demonstrated that this stratification of animals can result in tragic situations of killing zoo
animals (Baratay, Hardoui & Fugier 2004; Prenger 2018). Discussions regarding the
treatment of livestock and farming animals has been far removed from the conversation about animal welfare and COVID-19. In large part, this is due to the belief that
animals for slaughter are not as deserving of care and compassion as those in the
home.
Of the same notion, as consumers of meat products, humans are remiss not to consider livestock treatment. In essence COVID-19 may be an iteration of history will be
repeating prior health crises (e.g. H5N1/avian flu, Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease/Mad Cow
Disease, and SARS-CoV). The COVID-19 virus is strongly postulated to have originated from animals, and was transmitted to humans by consuming meat and animal
products. Tilocca et. al (2020) found that previous contact with the virus may provide
a partial/basal immunization that shields humans against circulating COVID-19.
It would be advisable not to blame animals for the outbreak of the epidemic. After
all, it has been human activity that led to catastrophic consequences. “Wet markets”,
which provide minimal space for a variety of species with no veterinary supervision,
pose a robust sanitary threat. As noted by the prior zoonotic outbreaks, it is often the
unnatural consumption of animals that instigate health crises. The relationship of the
present health crisis is illustrated by an internet meme, in which “carnivorous” and
“coronavirus” (i.e. COVID-19) is an anagram (PETA 2020). While the actual cause of
COVID-19 has not formally been stated, the relationship between people and pets, as
well as people with non-domesticated animals is truly the central conversation.
Any individual interested in finding a cure and treatment for COVID-19 would be
remiss not to account for the animals serving humans in the medical field. The medical
community utilizes “animal models” to test potential antidotes; a technical term for
live animals to simulate human genome. strives to create a treatment for COVID-19.
Thus, it is not an ideal time to be a lab mouse, unless martyrdom is of interest. The
current use of animal models is imperative to the health and wellness of humankind,
and yet, we too must recognize the value of animals serving humans to ensure this
pandemic shall pass (Sentient 2020).
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CONCLUSION
For some animals this pandemic may be the opportunity to be adopted (NY Times
2020), while other animals may be less fortunate and may not survive the pandemic
with their family intact. More importantly, people must prioritize domesticated animals as family and ensure that, to the best of our collective ability, their needs are met.
For the majority of animals increased presence of people at homes is a major, positive
environmental shift, particularly for those (especially dogs) who will normally stay in
the house alone, while their carers go to work.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic will not be known for some time. As Dr. Amy
Acton of Ohio said, “We will be looking back at this for years and years. There will be
history books written; this truly is that once-in-a-generation, every-hundred-year experience, and we’re going to learn so much as a country” (News5 Cleveland 2020); and
world-wide. Our companionship with animals has survived thousands of years, and
several pandemics. We will move through this together.
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