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Brief Report

Pet ownership in the unsheltered homeless population in Los Angeles
Benjamin Henwooda, Eldin Dzubura, Harmony Rhoadesa, Patricia St. Clairb and Robynn Coxa

aSuzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work, University of Southern California. Los Angeles, USA; bSchaeffer Center, University of Southern
California. Los Angeles, USA

ABSTRACT
Objectives:: To examine pet ownership among unsheltered homeless adults.
Methods:: Surveys collected as part of the Los Angeles County (LAC) annual homeless count
across three years were analyzed. In 2017, 2018, and 2019, participants completed 4,808,
4,815, and 4,259 eligible surveys, respectively. Weighted averages were used to be
representative of LAC’s unsheltered population.
Results:: Estimates of pet ownership among unsheltered homeless adults were 12% in 2017
and 2019, and 9% in 2018. Among pet owners in 2017, 48% (n = 1,362) reported being
turned away from shelter because of pet policies.
Conclusions:: Pet ownership represents a major obstacle to accessing shelter among
unsheltered homeless adults.
Policy Implications: : More pet-friendly policies are needed to effectively serve many
unsheltered homeless adults.

Summary Box

1) What is the current understanding of this subject? Little is known about the unsheltered
homeless population including rates of pet ownership.

2) What does this report add to the literature? This study is the first to provide estimates of pet
ownership in a large sample of unsheltered adults.

3) What are the implications for public health practice? The findings from this study suggest
that pet ownership represents a major obstacle to accessing shelter and suggests that
more pet-friendly policies are needed to effectively engage the large unsheltered
population.
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Introduction

Pet ownership estimates in the United States are
relatively stable over time, ranging from 42% to
68% of households depending on methodological
approach (e.g. surveys by mail, internet, or random
digit dialing). (Rowan (2018)) To date, estimates of
pet ownership among homeless populations are lim-
ited. (Cronley et al. (2009); Irvine et al. (2012);
Rhoades et al. (2015); Kerman et al. (2019)) Admin-
istrative data from 4,100 sheltered adults in Knox-
ville, Tennessee, identified 6% of homeless adults
as pet owners, (Cronley et al. (2009)) whereas 23%
of 398 homeless youth (aged 13–25) at drop-in cen-
ters in Los Angeles reported pet ownership.
(Rhoades et al. (2015)) Improved estimates are criti-
cal considering both the benefits and liabilities of pet
ownership. (Kidd and Kidd (1994)) In the general
population, pets are associated with higher levels
of social capital (Wood et al. (2017)) and physical
activity, (Yabroff et al. (2008)) and among homeless
persons, pets have been associated with decreased

loneliness (Rew (2000)) and improved mental health
(Rhoades et al. (2015)) and may serve as a marker
of responsibility. (Irvine et al. (2012)) Understanding
pet ownership may also be critical for engaging
homeless individuals in services, because many
would not accept housing if it meant giving up
their pet. (Kidd and Kidd (1994)), (Slatter et al.
(2012))

This study utilized data collected as part of the
Los Angeles County (LAC) annual homeless count
to address these gaps in knowledge. LAC accounts
for close to 20% of the overall U.S. unsheltered
homeless population, with 3 of 4 LAC homeless
individuals living unsheltered. (U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development. (2018)) We had
three primary research questions: (1) What is the
prevalence of pet ownership among unsheltered
homeless adults? (2) To what extent do unsheltered
adults report an inability to access shelter because of
their pets? (3) What are the demographic character-
istics associated with pet ownership among unshel-
tered adults?
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Data and methods

LAC’s homeless count is administered each year by the
Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority. In addition
to a 3-night full visual enumeration of the unsheltered
population, face-to-face surveys are administered
between December and March by trained interviewers
to a stratified random sample of unsheltered homeless
adults aged 25 or older. Surveys include demographic
characteristics, health conditions, and pet ownership.
Methodological details have been published elsewhere.
(Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority (2018))

For this study – approved by the authors’ insti-
tutional review board – we explored the prevalence of
pet ownership across three years: 2017, 2018, and
2019. Data from 2017 describe whether unsheltered
adults reported an inability to access shelter because
of their pets, because that is the only survey that
included this question. We assessed demographic
characteristics associated with pet ownership utilizing
the most recent data from 2019. In 2017, 2018, and
2019, samples of 4,808, 4,815, and 4,259 individuals,
respectively, were eligible and interviewed. For this
study, we excluded individuals who reported homeless-
ness duration longer than their age and those missing
the pet ownership item. The resulting 2019 analytic
sample was 3,757-3,907 (88-92% of the total sample).
We calculate weighted averages of the demographic
characteristics conditional on pet ownership to make
our estimates representative of the LAC unsheltered
homeless population. Standard errors are estimated
using Taylor linearization. To assess for statistically sig-
nificant differences between unsheltered adults with

and without pets, we used Pearson’s chi-squared test
for categorical variables (e.g. veteran status) and linear
regressions for continuous variables (e.g. age). An
additional logistic regression was used to examine pre-
dictors of pet ownership while controlling for all other
covariates.

Results

Approximately 12% of individuals (n = 2,850) reported
owning pets in 2017, a percentage that decreased to
9.0% (n = 2,284) in 2018 and increased again in
2019–11.7% (n = 3,509). Among the 12% who owned
a pet in 2017, 48.1% (n = 1,362) reported being turned
away from shelter because of pet policies. Across all
three years, those with pets reported having, on aver-
age, 1.5 pets. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics
of the sample in the most recent year (2019), including
bivariate tests for differences between participants with
or without pets. On average, the pet-owning subsample
was 56% male, approximately 46 years old, and experi-
enced homelessness for almost 5 years. Approximately
37% met the federal definition of chronic homelessness
and approximately half reported a lifetime history of
mental illness or ongoing physical health conditions.
Just under 4% of pet owners were veterans, with veter-
ans being less likely to have a pet. Race and ethnicity
was associated with pet ownership, such that those
without pets were more likely to be Black (not of His-
panic origin; 29%), compared to pet owners, who were
more likely to be White (not of Hispanic origin), His-
panic, or other non-Hispanic ethnicity. Pet owners

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of a weighted sample of adults experiencing homelessness grouped by pet ownership.
Population No pets Pet owner Total p-value

N/Mean (%/Linearized SE)a

Length of time homeless (years) 0.910
Mean (Linearized SE) 29,466 4.75 (0.19) 4.81 (0.48) 4.76 (0.18)

Age (years) 0.553
Mean (Linearized SE) 29,466 46.33 (0.39) 45.79 (0.87) 46.27 (0.37)

Veteran Status <0.05
Not a veteran 29,093 26,940 (92.6%) 28,075 (96.5%) 27,056 (93.0%)
Veteran 29,093 2,153 (7.4%) 1,018 (3.5%) 2,037 (7.0%)

Chronic Homelessness 0.506
Not chronically homeless 29,466 19,624 (66.6%) 18,534 (62.9%) 19,506 (66.2%)
Chronically homeless 9,842 (33.4%) 10,932 (37.1%) 9,960 (33.8%)

Race/Ethnicity <0.001
Black, not Hispanic 29,466 8,575 (29.1%) 3,860 (13.1%) 8,015 (27.2%)
White, not Hispanic 8,133 (27.6%) 8,899 (30.2%) 8,221 (27.9%)
Hispanic 10,048 (34.1%) 13,112 (44.5%) 10,431 (35.4%)
Other, not Hispanic 2,681 (9.1%) 3,595 (12.2%) 2,799 (9.5%)

Gender <0.001
Female or Other 29,410 7,764 (26.4%) 13,087 (44.5%) 8,382 (28.5%)
Male 21,646 (73.6%) 16,323 (55.5%) 21,028 (71.5%)

Living Situation (Past 6 mo.) <0.01
Never in a vehicle 29,303 21,186 (72.3%) 17,933 (61.2%) 20,805 (71.0%)
Lived in a vehicle 8,117 (27.7%) 11,370 (38.8%) 8,498 (29.0%)

Physical Health Issue 0.703
No 28,567 15,283 (53.5%) 14,912 (52.2%) 15,226 (53.3%)
Yes 13,284 (46.5%) 13,655 (47.8%) 13,626 (47.7%)

Mental Health Illness 0.148
No 28,862 15,816 (54.8%) 14,085 (48.8%) 15,585 (54.0%)
Yes 13,074 (45.3%) 14,777 (51.2%) 13,277 (46.0%)

Note: aWeighted, number of strata = 6; number of sampling units = 314-321, number of obs. = 3,757-3,907.
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were less likely to identify as male and to more likely to
have lived in a vehicle (e.g. car, van, or RV) in the prior
6 months than those without pets. Table 2 presents the
results from a logistic regression predicting likelihood
of pet ownership in the sample after adjusting for all
aforementioned covariates. Those identifying any
race/ethnicity or than Black, but not Hispanic were
2–3 times as likely to own a pet compared to individ-
uals who identified as Black, not Hispanic. Compared
to females, males were about half as likely to own a
pet, controlling for all other factors. Adults who have
lived in a vehicle in the past six months were only mar-
ginally more likely to have a pet. Whether or not an

individual was a veteran was not related to their likeli-
hood of owning a pet, after adjusting for all other
covariates.

Discussion

Pet ownership estimates among LAC’s unsheltered
homeless adults appear to be relatively stable over
time, with approximately 12% reporting pet ownership
in 2017 and 2019, with a brief decrease to 9% in 2018.
These estimates are higher than the 6% previously
reported among sheltered adults, (Cronley et al.
(2009)) but lower than the 23% reported among

Table 2. Results from a logistic regression predicting pet ownership in a weighted sample of adults experiencing homelessness
Pet Ownership
(ref = No pets) (N = 28,014a) Odds Ratio Linearized SE t P>|t| 95% CI

Length of time homeless (years) 1.00 0.01 0.03 0.98 0.98 1.02
Age (years) 1.00 0.01 0.14 0.89 0.99 1.02
Veteran Status
(ref = not a veteran)

Veteran 0.57 0.21 −1.55 0.12 0.28 1.16
Chronic Homelessness
(ref = not chronically homeless)

Chronically homeless 1.15 0.35 0.45 0.66 0.63 2.09
Race/Ethnicity
(ref = Black, not Hispanic)

White, not Hispanic 2.43 0.67 3.23 0.00 1.41 4.16
Hispanic 2.95 0.67 4.79 0.00 1.89 4.61
Other, not Hispanic 2.83 0.88 3.34 0.00 1.53 5.23
Gender
(ref = Female)

Male 0.48 0.06 −5.60 0.00 0.37 0.62
Living Situation (Past 6 mo.)
(ref = Did not live in a vehicle)

Lived in a vehicle 1.47 0.30 1.92 0.06 0.99 2.19
Physical Health Issue
(ref = No)

Yes 0.94 0.17 −0.32 0.75 0.66 1.34
Mental Health Issue
(ref = No)

Yes 1.19 0.19 1.08 0.28 0.87 1.62

Note: aWeighted, number of strata = 6; number of sampling units = 319, number of obs. = 3,731.

Figure 1. Estimate of pet ownership among unsheltered homeless population in Los Angeles County.
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youth experiencing homelessness. (Rhoades et al.
(2015)) This may reflect higher rates of pet ownership
among unsheltered adults compared to sheltered adults
and lower rate of pet ownership among homeless
adults as compared to youth. Safety concerns and a
need for protection may motivate pet ownership,
given that men are the least likely to have pets and
those with pets are more likely to live in vehicles. Living
in a vehicle may also reflect increased resources that
enable people to care for a pet. Age was not associated
with pet ownership, but these data did not include indi-
viduals younger than 25, who were surveyed during a
separate youth count not asking about pets. To remedy
this information gap, LAC’s youth homeless count in
2020 will include a question on pet ownership for the
first time. Lifetime duration of homelessness, meaning
the total number of years that one self-reports as being
homeless, was not associated with pet ownership,
suggesting that people do not easily give up their pet,
even as their time experiencing homelessness – and
perhaps the costs for caring for a pet – increases.

Close to half of pet owners reported being turned
away from shelter because of their pet. Future research
should consider whether pet ownership may also ham-
per the ability of pet owners to access permanent hous-
ing often designed for adults experiencing chronic
homelessness. Despite its large sample size, this study
has several limitations, including self-reported pet
ownership and potential selection bias, especially if it
is more difficult for surveyors to approach pet owners.
These findings may not be generalizable to unsheltered
homeless populations outside of LAC Figure 1.

Public health implications

This study is the first to provide estimates of pet own-
ership in a large sample of unsheltered adults. The
findings suggest that pet ownership represents a
major obstacle to accessing shelter and suggests that
more pet-friendly policies are needed to effectively
engage the large unsheltered population .
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