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Abstract
Background: Pet ownership is common among homeless people, with dogs
the most frequently reported pets. However, homeless people receive consid-
erable criticism for keeping pets due to public perception of poor care provi-
sion.
Materials and methods: A convenience, cross-sectional sample of 19 home-
less people, owning a total of 21 dogs were recruited, and their dogs’ health
and wellbeing assessed using the PDSA Petwise MOT (P-MOT).
Results: The dogs compared favourably with conventionally owned pets in
most areas, including exercise and companionship. Problems included being
overweight/obese (although at lower prevalence than the general popula-
tion). Some owners had difficulty in accessing veterinary care. Behavioural
concerns were reported for 61.9% of the dogs, most commonly separation-
related distress.
Discussion: Being unable to safely leave their pets may impair owners’ access
to services. Provision of accessible veterinary care, behavioural support and
pet-friendly services could improve the health of homeless owners and their
pets.

BACKGROUND

Pet ownership by homeless people is a topic of
increasing relevance to the veterinary profession. In
the United Kingdom in 2018, approximately 320,000
people (0.5% of the population) were recorded as
homeless.1 This figure will likely rise as the eco-
nomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the disease
caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coron-
avirus 2 (SARS-CoV2), and Brexit are felt.2 Although
the UK prevalence of pet ownership is unknown, esti-
mates from elsewhere suggest that around 10% of
homeless people own pets, mainly dogs,3,4 although
in some populations prevalence may be as high as
25%.5

Pet ownership by homeless people has been asso-
ciated with reduced loneliness and social isolation,6–8

improved mental health and coping skills,9 and con-
tribution to a positive self-concept.10,11 Pets have
been described as a stimulus for self-care and addic-
tion recovery.12 However, owning a pet when home-
less presents a significant barrier accessing services
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including housing and medical care.4,8,13 There is
growing recognition that providing care for these pets
and making homelessness services accessible to pet
owners, represents a necessary, humane and cost-
effective One Welfare approach to intervention for this
vulnerable and hard-to-reach population.4,11,14

Williams and Hogg15 interviewed 50 homeless and
50 conventional pet owners in Cambridge. They
found the homeless-owned pets’ welfare compared
favourably in aspects such as exercise, behaviour and
health. However, further research is limited. This may
partly be because measuring overall welfare, wellbe-
ing and quality of life in dogs is challenging. Current
assessment tools are generally optimised for use in
shelters, for specific veterinary conditions or short-
term situations.16–19 In contrast, the PDSA Petwise
MOT (P-MOT) tool was developed to capture a broad
range of baseline data, corresponding to physical,
mental and social wellbeing of animals visiting the
clinic.20 This is divided into five areas, correspond-
ing to the Five Welfare Needs (environment, diet,
behaviour, companionship and health).
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T A B L E 1 Petwise MOT categories of dogs (n = 21) examined within the study

Environment
n (%) Diet n (%)

Behaviour
n (%)

Companionship
n (%) Health n (%)

Green 20 (95.2) 5 (23.8) 8 (38.1) 21 (100) 7 (33.3)

Amber 1 (4.8) 13 (61.9) 13 (61.9) 0 7 (33.3)

Red 0 3 (14.3) 0 0 7 (33.3)

Objective measurement of the welfare of pets owned
by homeless people will allow accurate targeting of
interventions, and potentially reduce stigma based on
stereotyped assumptions around their care. The aim of
this study was to assess the welfare of dogs owned by
homeless people, using the PDSA P-MOT.

METHODS

Homeless dog owners were recruited via a variety of
homeless service providers of food, accommodation,
advice or veterinary care, and by direct approach of
potential participants on the street. Participants con-
sented to participate and were interviewed, as pre-
viously described, as part of a wider study where
homeless dog owners discussed their relationships
with their animals and the impacts dog ownership
had had on their lives.11 Inclusion criteria stipulated
that participants were dog owners who were home-
less or vulnerably housed at the time of the inter-
view, or who had previously experienced homeless-
ness with their dog. Each dog was assessed, using the
combination of physical examination and question-
naire, which makes up the P-MOT. The P-MOT is a
semi-structured consultation guide designed to assess
routine health and wellbeing of pets. It uses a traf-
fic light system for scoring current health and wel-
fare status for the five welfare needs: diet, behaviour,
companionship, environment and health. Responses
were then categorised using the P-MOT predefined
specifications into ‘Green’ (good), ‘Amber’ (requires
attention) or ‘Red’ (a serious or urgent problem). This
was successfully piloted on five homeless owned dogs,
before being carried out on dogs belonging to owners
recruited around the United Kingdom. The researcher
was a veterinary student trained in the use of P-MOT
(LS). Responses and clinical findings were recorded
using the P-MOT booklet, and later transcribed to a
spreadsheet (Microsoft Excel, Microsoft Office 2019,
Version 16.23) for descriptive analysis including per-
centages in each category.

This study was approved by the ethics committee at
the School of Veterinary Medicine and Science, Uni-
versity of Nottingham (proposal # 2168 171205).

RESULTS

Twenty-one dogs belonging to 19 participants took
part in the Petwise MOT study.11 Eighteen identified as
homeless at the time of the interview, and one as vul-
nerably housed. Seventeen owners were male, and two

female. All owned a single dog, except one female who
owned three dogs. Dogs’ ages ranged from 10 months
to 15 years (median 8 years).

The owners reported that all the dogs were exercised
every day, for a median duration of 2 h daily, and a
median of two walks. As shown in Table 1, most dogs
scored highly in the Environment and Companionship
aspects of the P-MOT. A single dog scored as amber for
Environment as it was sleeping on a mattress in the
street with its owner.

All dogs were reported as having access to fresh
water (defined as always available and changed at least
once daily). All those scoring red or amber in the Diet
category were either overweight or obese, and/or fed
scraps or treats. Body condition score (BCS) assess-
ment showed that 12 dogs (57.1%) had a perfect score
of 3/5, six dogs (28.6%) were overweight at 4/5, and
three dogs (14.3%) were obese at 5/5. No dogs were
underweight.

Almost two thirds of the dogs (13/21, 61.9%) were
reported to have one or more behavioural prob-
lems. Most reported was separation-related distress,
by owners of nine (42.9%) of the dogs. Next most com-
mon were dog to dog issues (five dogs, 23.8%), with
two dogs (9.5%) reported to have the following: ‘pho-
bias’, issues around people (one strangers; one men in
general), and disliking loud noises. Other behavioural
concerns mentioned, each for a single dog, included
‘being territorial’, ‘generally nervous’, and ‘barking at
motorcycles’.

All dogs scored green for Companionship. Most
owners reported the dogs were rarely left alone for sig-
nificant periods. Two dogs were occasionally left for up
to 4 h. The remaining dogs were left alone for no more
than 1–2 h, with one owner reporting a maximum of
20 min, and five owners reporting that their dogs were
never left alone.

Dogs were evenly split across scores in the Health
category. Of the seven dogs scoring red, five were not
neutered (with no owner plans to change this), three
had not been vaccinated, two had not recently been
dewormed and one not recently flea-treated. One had
a health condition under treatment, and two had a
health condition not currently under treatment. Of the
seven dogs scoring amber, six were not neutered (but
the owner reported planning to get them neutered),
and five had a health condition under treatment.

DISCUSSION

This study found all the dogs to be in generally
good overall health as measured by the P-MOT, which
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broadly agrees with previous findings.15 This contrasts
with the self-reported experiences of homeless people,
who describe receiving abuse related to a perceived
inability to adequately care for their pets.11

In particular, the dogs had high levels of exercise,
especially when contrasted with recent data showing
42% of UK dogs were walked for less than 30 min per
day, and 13% did not receive daily exercise.21

Although prevalence of being overweight (28.6%)
and obese (14.3%) were relatively high, it compared
favourably to that of conventionally owned pets, where
reported estimates of overweight and obesity are
33.5%–65% and 5.1%–40.9%, respectively.22–25

Many of the dogs had at least some health inter-
ventions, in the form of preventive procedures such
as neutering, booster vaccination or treatment for
health conditions. Eighteen dogs (85.7%) had been
vaccinated, 19 (90.5%) dewormed and 20 (95.2%)
regularly flea-treated, which compares positively
with (pre-pandemic) rates in conventionally owned
dogs, reported by owners as 78%, 87% and 80%,
respectively.26 Only two of the dogs were reported as
having untreated health conditions; data were not
captured as to the reasons. However, provision of
accessible veterinary care is a key opportunity for
positive welfare interventions for this population,15

and the growth in services catering to homeless pet
owners is to be welcomed.

The main negative issue identified in the present
study was behaviour problems, in particular
separation-related distress. This contrasts with the
findings of Williams and Hogg’s study examining the
pets of homeless people in Cambridge, where the
authors commented on a lack of behavioural issues
identified, but noted that the owners involved may
have under-reported behavioural issues.15 Thus, this
discrepancy between the two studies may represent
a slightly different method of assessment or some
unknown factors. If owners are unable to leave dogs
safely due to behavioural concerns, this may directly
impact their owners’ health, by reducing access to
services including healthcare and substance use
treatment.11,13,27

The current study is limited by its small sample
size and convenience sampling. Recruitment was
challenging and time-consuming. This resulted in the
relatively small sample, which was unlikely to be fully
representative of the overall homeless population.
These participants represented those already access-
ing services, including veterinary care. These persons
may be more aware, more motivated and or more
able to address issues of their own and their dog’s
care than other homeless owners. Future research
should allow additional time for recruitment from
a wider population, as well as collection of data on
duration of the owner’s homelessness and when pets
were obtained, as time spent homeless may affect the
health status of both parties. Further exploration of
owner experiences of their dog’s behaviour when left,
with friends or less familiar persons, will inform future
strategies for service providers to facilitate access

for these users. Most participants were classified as
homeless or vulnerably housed but were not rough
sleeping when assessed, which may have affected
findings. As two veterinary services for homeless peo-
ple were involved with recruitment, participants likely
had more access to veterinary care than would usually
be the case. While selected due to its simplicity and
the presence of comparator data, the P-MOT has some
limitations in this context. For example, where dogs
were rough sleeping with their owners, they would
automatically score poorly for Environment, whereas
a more tailored assessment may have resulted in a
different judgement. Additionally, whereas routine
neutering of pets is a common recommendation,
there are important risks to this procedure and failure
to neuter is not therefore automatically a negative
feature.28,29 Finally, failure to routinely use endopara-
site and ectoparasite prophylaxis would be classified
as Red by the P-MOT. However, the issue of rou-
tine parasite prophylaxis has prompted veterinary
debate, reflecting concerns over resistance and envi-
ronmental contamination.30,31 Therefore, scoring
failure to treat as a marker for poor care may not
be strictly accurate. However, the physical proximity
often seen between homeless owners and their pets
could be argued to emphasise the need for preven-
tive healthcare in this population, especially given
the zoonotic potential of many endoparasites and
ectoparasites.32,33

In conclusion, this study has shown that in con-
trast with common public perception, the health of
homeless people’s dogs compares favourably with
the general population. Increasing awareness of the
typically positive welfare of these animals may help
to reduce the stigma experienced by homeless peo-
ple who own pets. Provision of accessible veterinary
care is likely to be helpful in maintaining the health
of both dogs and owners. Those working with this
unique and vulnerable population need to be mindful
of behavioural issues, especially in separation-related
contexts.
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