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Abstract This paper conducts a thorough examination of the relationship between pet own-
ership and homelessness. In a context where homelessness in the United States is a growing 
concern, we delve into an aspect that has received little attention: how homeless individuals 
and their pets interact. Through an extensive review of existing research, this paper aims to un-
cover the demographic characteristics of homeless pet owners and understand the significant 
effects of this bond. Our findings reveal that homeless individuals with pets come from diverse 
backgrounds, including various ages, genders, and racial backgrounds. Their pets provide not 
only companionship but also emotional support, improved physical health, and a deterrent 
against criminal behavior. Homeless pet owners often prioritize their pets’ well- being, show-
ing the depth of their attachment. However, pet ownership among the homeless comes with 
challenges. These individuals face barriers to accessing necessary medical care, encounter dif-
ficulties finding shelters that allow pets, and sometimes choose to stay on the streets to remain 
with their pets. They also face discrimination from their communities, which compounds their 
existing difficulties. This research identifies gaps in the existing literature and suggests areas for 
further investigation. Future studies should examine the well- being of homeless- owned pets, 
the impact of the COVID- 19 pandemic on homelessness and pet ownership, and the effective-
ness of shelters that accommodate pets and mobile health care services. Addressing these gaps 
will enhance our understanding of the complex relationship between pet ownership and home-
lessness and improve support services and policies for this vulnerable population.

(1) Deerfield Academy, (2) Pennsylvania State University—Main Campus)
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pets.” From there, the study selection criteria were 
kept broad in order to get an in- depth understanding 
of the scope of the research done on this particular 
topic. There was no limit placed on date range, and 
all study designs were considered in order to obtain 
a multifaceted understanding of the subject. In terms 
of inclusion, all studies written in English, peer re-
viewed, and deemed relevant to the topic were kept. 
Over 30 papers were identified that addressed the 
topics relevant to this paper, spanning from 1995 
to 2023. Many papers contained information and 
findings similar to the studies before them, so they 
were not explicitly cited in this paper. In order to 
find additional research that did not come up from 
our searches, reference lists of papers were hand 
searched and references were pulled if they were 
deemed related to the subject of this review.

Through a deeper analysis of the research found, 
themes common to each paper regarding pros and 
cons of homeless pet ownership were found. That 
data was extracted from each paper, whether it was 
in the form of an interview transcript or the results of 
a survey, and then further analyzed to locate any dis-
crepancies that might be worth considering in the re-
view. There were also topics such as the well- being of 
the pets themselves and the ways in which homeless 
people viewed their pets’ role in their lives that came 
up frequently throughout the research examined, so 
that information was extracted and analyzed to be 
used in this review.

Demographics of Homeless People 
with Pets: An Examination 

The demographics of homeless individuals with pets 
are multifaceted, reflecting diverse age groups, gender 
identities, racial backgrounds, and housing situations. 
These demographics provide valuable insights into 
the characteristics and experiences of this population. 

Age 

The age of homeless pet owners varies across studies. 
Homeless youth, in particular, have been studied to 

Introduction

As stated by the National Alliance to End Home-
lessness, homelessness in the United states has been 
on the rise since 2017, with the counts of chroni-
cally homeless individuals reaching record highs in 
2022. According to the January 2022 Point- in- Time 
Count, 582,462 people were experiencing homeless-
ness across America (Gardner, 2022). It is important 
to note that there is no universally agreed upon defi-
nition of homelessness; however for the purposes of 
this study the Canadian Definition of Homelessness 
was used, which states that homelessness is “the situ-
ation of an individual, family, or community without 
stable, safe, permanent, appropriate housing, or the 
immediate prospect means and ability of acquiring 
it.” The subject of homelessness is one that has been 
studied extensively, with findings that have shown 
the negative health effects it has on individuals ex-
periencing it, such as the prevalence of psychiatric 
disorders and higher rates of premature mortality 
than the rest of the population, especially from sui-
cide and injuries (Ramirez et al., 2022). However, 
there exists little literature on the effects of homeless-
ness on individuals living with pets, and how having 
a pet may affect their experience with homelessness. 
An estimated 6–24% of homeless persons own pets 
(Cronley et al., 2009; Irvine et al., 2012), and the 
number may be on the rise. This paper reviews ex-
isting research on pet ownership among homeless 
individuals. It aims to understand how the human–
companion animal bond impacts homeless individu-
als’ experiences, mental health, and well- being. This 
will inform future research and support services, 
while also considering challenges, benefits, and re-
search gaps related to pet ownership.

Methods

To find papers to review for this study we searched 
the databases Proquest eLibrary, Google Scholar, 
PubMed, Anthrozoos, Science Direct, Gale in Con-
text, and JSTOR, using keywords such as “home-
lessness,” “human–animal bond,” and “homeless 
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housing. This diversity highlights the various living 
arrangements that homeless pet owners navigate. 

Benefits of Pet Ownership Among 
Homeless Individuals

On the positive side, pet companionship emerges as 
a fundamental component for survival in the midst 
of the myriad challenges faced by this vulnerable 
population. Numerous studies have extensively re-
corded the adverse impacts on health of living in 
homelessness, encompassing psychiatric disorders 
and elevated risks of premature mortality, particu-
larly from suicide and injuries, in comparison to the 
general population (Edidin et al., 2011). However, 
homeless individuals with pets experience profound 
emotional closeness to their animal companions, 
which has been documented in numerous empiri-
cal studies (Howe & Easterbrook, 2018; Singer et al., 
1995; Taylor et al., 2004), and it is this attachment 
that plays a pivotal role in the coping mechanisms of 
those experiencing homelessness. 

Notably, pet ownership exerts tangible effects on 
the physical health of homeless individuals. Not only 
do they provide their owners with feelings of physi-
cal safety, as documented in numerous surveys and 
interviews done with homeless pet owners (Brew-
baker, 2012; Howe & Easterbrook, 2018; Labrecque 
& Walsh, 2011; Rhoades et al., 2015), but the respon-
sibilities entailed in caring for their pets, such as regu-
lar walks and playtime, contribute to better physical 
fitness and overall well- being. A study conducted 
by Erin J. Brewbaker at Smith College investigat-
ing the experience of homelessness and the human– 
companion animal bond found that many homeless 
pet owners reported they felt an increase in motiva-
tion to keep up their physical health due to the re-
sponsibilities of owning a pet (Brewbaker, 2012). 

Additionally, owning a pet has been found to 
combat boredom (Kerman et al., 2020), which is a 
common daily stressor for those experiencing home-
lessness. In the same vein, pet ownership can be seen 
to improve one’s physical health with the positive im-
pact it may play on one’s socioeconomic prospects. 

understand the prevalence of pet ownership within 
this subgroup. In one study by Rhoades et al. (2015), 
among homeless youth utilizing drop- in centers in Los 
Angeles, the average age was 21. Similarly, Ramirez 
et al. (2022) found that the mean age of participants 
experiencing homelessness with animals in Seattle 
was 37 years. Scanlon et al. (2021) reported a partici-
pant age range of 23 to 65, highlighting the wide age 
spectrum of homeless individuals with pets. Rew’s 
(2000) qualitative data from homeless youth aged 15 
to 23 revealed that pets served as companions to al-
leviate loneliness, indicating that pet ownership is not 
limited by age among homeless individuals. 

Gender and Gender Identity 

Gender diversity is evident among homeless pet own-
ers. Rhoades et al. (2015) observed various gender 
identities among homeless youth, including male, 
female, and transgender individuals. Ramirez et al. 
(2022) reported that out of 44 participants, 18 were 
male, 18 were female, and 7 identified as nonbinary. 
Brewbaker (2012) noted that participants identified as 
female, male, and “either one” gender, illustrating the 
complexity of gender identity within this population. 

Race and Ethnicity 

The racial and ethnic backgrounds of homeless pet 
owners vary across studies. Rhoades et al. (2015) 
found that among homeless youth, different racial 
and ethnic groups were represented, with varying 
rates of pet ownership. Similarly, Ramirez et al. 
(2022) reported participants from different racial 
backgrounds, including Native American/Indig-
enous individuals, indicating diversity within the 
homeless pet- owning population. 

Housing Status 

The housing status of homeless individuals with pets 
offers insights into their living conditions. Ramirez 
et al. (2022) found that participants reported a range 
of housing situations, including city- sanctioned en-
campments, shelters, RVs, and government- funded 
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individuals from engaging in illicit activities due 
to the fear of being separated from their cherished 
companions through incarceration (Howe & Easter-
brook, 2018; Rhoades et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 
2004). Baker (2001) found that more non–dog own-
ers took drugs than owners. Consequently, homeless 
individuals with pets committed lower rates of crim-
inal offenses compared to those without (Williams 
& Hogg, 2016). A study conducted by Taylor et al. 
(2004) found that homeless individuals who owned 
dogs showed a slightly lower crime score compared 
to those without dogs. Additionally, one dog owner 
reported a prior inclination toward theft, which had 
diminished after forming a bond with a stray dog. 

The emotional support and therapeutic effects 
of pets during crisis situations are particularly 
noteworthy. Pet- related routines, encompassing ac-
tivities like walking, feeding, and playing, bestow a 
sense of structure and purpose in the lives of indi-
viduals grappling with adversity (Cleary et al., 2019; 
Oosthuizen et al., 2023). The human–animal bond 
emerges as a potent source of comfort, alleviating 
stress and fortifying coping abilities during turbulent 
times. Research on addiction proposes that animals, 
including dogs, can function as transitional objects 
during the treatment of individuals with drug depen-
dency (Ramirez et al., 2022). 

On a broader scale, the literature highlights the 
broader implications of pets in the lives of home-
less individuals. Prior research shows that pets are 
perceived by their owners as catalysts for enhanced 
social interactions (Brewbaker, 2012; Cleary et al., 
2019; Rhoades et al., 2015; Scanlon et al., 2021; 
Williams & Hogg, 2016), fostering opportunities 
for meaningful connections and reducing feelings 
of  isolation commonly experienced in homelessness 
(Oosthuizen et al., 2023).

Pets as Valued Companions  
in Homeless Narratives

An exploration of homeless individuals’ views of 
their pets reveals an exceptional level of attachment 
and value placed upon their animal companions 

Brewbaker and Irvine both found that homeless pet 
owners reported an increase in street profits due to 
the endearing aesthetics of their animal companions 
and the increase in feelings of sympathy they evoke 
from the public (Brewbaker, 2012; Irvine et al., 2012). 

Another prominent theme that arises from the lit-
erature is the substantial positive impact of pet own-
ership on the mental health of homeless individuals. 
Those experiencing homelessness are very mentally 
and emotionally vulnerable (Kerman et al., 2020), 
with the most frequently self- reported health condi-
tions being psychiatric or emotional conditions, post- 
traumatic stress disorder, and drug or alcohol abuse 
(Ramirez et al., 2022). The majority of studies pub-
lished on the effects of homeless pet ownership found 
that the companionship provided by pets acts as a buf-
fer against stress and loneliness (Scanlon et al., 2021), 
which helps to foster emotional resilience amid the ad-
versities of homelessness (Cleary et al., 2019; Howe & 
Easterbrook, 2018; Oosthuizen et al., 2023; Ramirez 
et al., 2022). Individuals with pets were found to have 
lower levels of depression and reported fewer feelings 
of loneliness than those who did not own pets (Lem et 
al., 2016; Rhoades et al., 2015; Scanlon et al., 2021). 
Additionally, participants in various studies have em-
phasized the role of pets in reducing stress, elevating 
mood, and offering unwavering love and support 
(Brewbaker, 2012). Research indicates that pets not 
only decrease stress and increase happiness, but also 
offer consistent love and companionship, becoming a 
primary source of support for their owners (Rhoades 
et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2004). In a qualitative 
study conducted among homeless individuals, more 
than half of the participants revealed that their pets 
were their sole sources of companionship and love 
(Rhoades et al., 2015). Many pet owners assert that 
it is the nonjudgmental nature of pets that provides a 
unique bond and helps them to overcome the deficits 
in human relationships experienced by the homeless 
population, making pets valuable emotional anchors 
(Brewbaker, 2012; Howe & Easterbrook, 2018). 

Pet ownership has also been linked to reductions 
in criminal behavior among homeless individuals 
(Brewbaker, 2012). Because of the sense of respon-
sibility it produces, the presence of a pet may deter 
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half of pet owners facing unsheltered homelessness in 
Los Angeles, California, revealed that they encoun-
tered difficulties accessing emergency shelters as a 
result of policies related to pets (Kerman et al., 2020). 
Although human–animal bonds emerge as highly 
valued sources of companionship and emotional 
support during crisis situations, separation from pets 
during such crises has been found to lead to stress 
and anxiety, dissuading pet owners from seeking 
help (Oosthuizen, et al., 2023; Rhoades et al., 2015; 
Ramirez et al., 2022). It has been observed that a 
significant number of homeless individuals with dogs 
prefer to continue living without permanent accom-
modation rather than accept housing options that 
do not permit pets (Baker, 2001; Singer et al., 1995). 
Furthermore, pet ownership presents practical chal-
lenges for homeless individuals. The mobility of pet 
owners may be hindered due to the responsibilities 
associated with caring for their animals, affecting 
their movements in various situations, particularly 
as homeless persons usually have no secure location 
in which to leave a pet even for a short period of time 
(Howe & Easterbrook, 2018; Brewbaker, 2012). The 
emotional attachment to pets can pose a barrier to 
seeking help or refuge during crises, as leaving pets 
behind in dangerous environments or surrendering 
them can deter individuals from accessing much- 
needed support (Oosthuizen et al., 2023; Williams 
& Hogg, 2016). For many homeless individuals, 
caring for their pets becomes a priority over access-
ing resources designed to ameliorate homelessness, 
potentially prolonging their homelessness (Howe & 
Easterbrook, 2018; Kerman et al., 2020; Oosthui-
zen, et al., 2023; Ramirez et al., 2022). Challenges in 
obtaining health care and housing are often experi-
enced by pet owners due to non- pet- friendly policies 
and the financial burden of providing for their ani-
mals (Brewbaker, 2012; Rhoades et al., 2015). The 
lack of integration of veterinary care within service 
systems for supporting the homeless population cre-
ates additional barriers to pet ownership (Kerman 
et al., 2020; Rhoades et al., 2015). The cost of car-
ing for pets and ensuring access to nutritious food 
poses financial challenges for homeless individuals, 
who may prioritize their pets’ needs over their own 

(Ramirez et al., 2022). Thematic analysis done by 
Howe and Easterbrook (2018) of interviews with 
several homeless people indicate that interviewees 
perceive their pets as sources of companionship and 
a source of a sense of responsibility, which enhances 
their resilience and contributes to reduced substance 
abuse. Despite recognizing that their pets may limit 
their mobility and access to services, interviewees 
consider this trade- off as a “worthwhile price to 
pay” for the emotional support and connection their 
pets provide (Howe & Easterbrook, 2018; Oosthui-
zen et al., 2023). Surveys consistently demonstrate a 
high level of attachment to pets among the homeless 
population (Irvine et al., 2012), with many partici-
pants referring to their pets as their “best friend” or 
“children” they deeply care for (Brewbaker, 2012). 
In a study done by Irvine et al. (2012), a participant 
recalled refusing money that was offered to him by 
a passerby who was interested in buying his dog, 
saying, “I’m not going to sell my kid to you for any 
amount.” However, this deep attachment to their 
pets can also render homeless individuals psycho-
logically vulnerable, with participants across many 
studies sharing their worries about their pet even-
tually passing (Brewbaker, 2012; Howe & Easter-
brook, 2018).

Disadvantages of Pet Ownership 
Among Homeless Individuals

A meticulous analysis of scientific literature sur-
rounding pet ownership among homeless individuals 
reveals a range of challenging implications associated 
with this practice. One significant theme common 
among much of the research is that pet owners who 
are homeless are less likely to utilize essential medi-
cal care facilities compared to their non- pet- owning 
counterparts (Howe & Easterbrook, 2018; Ramirez 
et al., 2022; Rhoades et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2004). 
This suggests that pets often restrict access to crucial 
aid and facilities for homeless individuals who have 
pet companions, as the majority of services do not 
have the means to accommodate pets (Ramirez et 
al., 2022; Rhoades et al., 2015). For example, close to 
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perspective, studies have found that dogs owned by 
homeless individuals tend to be generally healthy 
and less likely to exhibit behavioral issues, such as 
aggression and separation anxiety, compared to dogs 
from the housed community (Ramirez et al., 2022).

Homeless- owned dogs also show lower rates of re-
ported behavioral problems, as seen in research by 
Williams and Hogg (2016), where these dogs were 
more likely to be described as “quiet, but friendly,” 
while dogs owned by individuals with stable housing 
were more prone to displaying aggressive behavior. 
This study also found that pets of the homeless had a 
body condition score that indicated a healthier range 
compared to non- homeless- owned dogs, which had a 
higher chance of being overweight or obese (Ramirez 
et al., 2022; Williams & Hogg, 2016). While there 
is limited research on this topic, the available evi-
dence suggests that animals in homeless situations 
may indeed fare better than their owners in terms 
of health and behavior. However, further investiga-
tion is needed to draw more conclusive findings and 
understand the extent of this relationship.

Gaps in Research/Future  
Research Proposal

The gaps in the literature on pet ownership among 
homeless individuals reveal critical areas that neces-
sitate deeper exploration and investigation. As dis-
cussed in the paragraphs above, few studies have 
explored the well- being of homeless individuals’ pets, 
but the existing knowledge in this area remains con-
strained and lacks comprehensive research. A prom-
ising avenue for future inquiry involves conducting 
stress tests on these pets, enabling a comparative 
analysis with pets owned by nonhomeless individu-
als. This in- depth investigation could provide invalu-
able insights into the overall health and resilience of 
animals living with homeless individuals, thereby 
enhancing our understanding of the intricate dy-
namics between pet ownership and homelessness. 
Another important aspect that requires attention is 
the potential impact of the COVID- 19 pandemic 

(Brewbaker, 2012; Ramirez et al., 2022; Rhoades 
et al., 2015). Additionally, harassment from the com-
munity based on a person’s relationships with their 
pets has detrimental effects on mental health and 
well- being (Brewbaker, 2012; Ramirez et al., 2022; 
Rhoades et al., 2015); research done by Ramirez 
(2022) found that at its most extreme harassment 
may lead to hospital visits due to panic attacks and 
altercations with authorities. The stigma and dis-
crimination faced by homeless pet owners may fur-
ther exacerbate their struggles to find stable housing 
and health care (Rhoades et al., 2015).

The Well- Being of Homeless Owned 
Pets vs Non–Homeless Owned Pets

The well- being of animals living with homeless in-
dividuals presents an intriguing dynamic, with evi-
dence suggesting that animals often fare better than 
their owners in various aspects. Quantitative results 
from multiple studies show that pet owners priori-
tize the health and welfare of their animals, seeking 
more medical care for their pets than for themselves 
(Conway et al., 2022; Scanlon et al., 2021). Interest-
ingly, the self- described health of these animals often 
exceeds that of their owners, with a higher percent-
age of pets reported as “Healthy” or “Very healthy” 
compared to their owners (Ramirez et al., 2022). 
Qualitative research reveals that individuals experi-
encing homelessness place a high value on their pets’ 
health and welfare, demonstrating a “pet- first” ap-
proach to resources (Ramirez et al., 2022). 

Moreover, a study conducted by French et al. 
(2021) in Canada found that the population of dogs 
and cats owned by homeless individuals and those 
experiencing housing vulnerability had a mean body 
condition score of 5.4/9, where an ideal score is five 
for cats and four to five for dogs. Significantly, 38% 
of these animals were considered overconditioned 
(overweight/obese). This suggests that despite the 
challenges of homelessness, pet owners are keen on 
maintaining their pets’ health and weight within a 
relatively healthy range. Further enhancing this 
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outreach health services among homeless pet own-
ers. Another area of uncertainty is the prevalence of 
pet ownership among the homeless population in dif-
ferent settings, such as urban or rural environments, 
as it is unknown whether pet ownership among the 
homeless population is more prevalent in urban or 
rural settings (Kerman et al., 2019). Understanding 
this aspect would shed light on the distribution and 
specific challenges faced by pet owners in different 
geographical locations. Lastly, while some studies 
briefly touch on the physical health of pet owners ex-
periencing homelessness, the research in this domain 
remains limited. Further investigations focusing on 
the health outcomes of homeless pet owners could 
provide valuable insights into the potential health 
benefits or risks associated with pet ownership in this 
vulnerable population. For example, exploring the 
prevalence of zoonotic diseases in homeless pets can 
shed light on public health implications and inform 
initiatives for improved animal care and overall 
community well- being.
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