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Authors: This Brief is authored by Drs. Betty Jo Barretti, Amy Fitzgeraldii, and Patti Fritziii (University of 

Windsor) and Dr. Rochelle Stevensoniv (Thompson Rivers University) of the Animal and Interpersonal 

Abuse Research Group (AIPARG).  AIPARG is an interdisciplinary research collaboration engaged in 

knowledge creation and mobilization to inform evidence-based practices and policies to address the 

nexus of violence against humans and non-human animals.  Our program of research production, 

dissemination, and community engaged partnerships has been funded with multiple grants through the 

Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC).v 

What we know about “the link” 

A significant body of research has established “the link” between violence against humans and non-

human animals in abusive householdsvi.  AIPARG has been collecting and analyzing Canadian data on this 

link for over ten years. Our analysis of nationally representative data through the General Social Survey 

(GSS) found that 1 in 8 survivors of physical intimate partner violence (IPV) in Canada had experienced 

threatened or enacted violence against their pets.vii  In a follow-up investigation of the relation between 

animal maltreatment and help seeking using this data, we found that survivors of IPV whose pets had 

been threatened or harmed were 6.8 times more likely to report that they feared for their lives than 

survivors of domestic violence whose perpetrators did not threaten or enact harm against their pets.viii  

In our research with survivors in 16 battered women’s shelters in Canada, 89% of those with pets stated 

that their perpetrators had threatened, neglected, or perpetrated emotional or physical harm against 

their pets.ix One in four survivors (25%) with pets reported at least one severe form of physical abuse 

against their pets; roughly one in seven (14.8%) conveyed that their perpetrator had killed their pet. For 

example, one participant in our research wrote “I bought a Persian cat. He beat it and choked it to death 

the day I brought it home.” Survivors who indicated more frequent and severe violence against their 

pets were also found to be at higher risk of elevated violence (minor and severe physical abuse, severe 

psychological abuse, sexual abuse, and economic abuse) than survivors without pets or those whose 

pets experienced no or minimal harm.x 

“The link” as a barrier to help seeking 

Research has consistently shown that some of the strongest predictors of help seeking for survivors of 

IPV are severity of abuse, fearing for one’s life, and/or experiencing injuries. For survivors seeking to 

escape violence who perceive that their lives are in danger if they stay, shelters provide a vital lifeline. 

For example, in our analysis of GSS data, IPV survivors who feared for their lives were 5.5 times more 

likely to state that they had attempted to seek help from shelters or transition houses than survivors 

who did not report fearing for their lives.xi  In addition to the connection between fearing for one’s 

safety and animal abuse found in our analysis of GSS data, 56% of the survivors in domestic violence 

shelters we surveyed reported they delayed leaving their abuser due to concern for the well-being of 

their pets, and those who reported delaying leaving were more likely to report they had been subjected 

to severe physical IPV.xii  

 

Despite the vital role that access to safe shelter may play in facilitating a survivor’s ability to extract 

themselves from dangerous situations, survivors with pets face barriers in identifying and accessing 

emergency housing that can accommodate them with their pets. In AIPARG’s analysis of the public 

websites of 337 first stage domestic violence shelters in Canada, we found that only 1% of shelters 



explicitly state on their websites that they can accommodate pets on-site.xiii  Over 70% provided no 

direct information regarding the potential of assisting survivors with their pets.  The paucity of available 

emergency shelter supports that can accommodate pets on or off-site is particularly concerning given 

that almost half (47%) of participants in our study of survivors in domestic violence shelters indicated 

that it was likely or extremely likely that they would have left their relationship earlier if they could have 

taken their pets to shelter with them.xiv  These findings resonate with the perceptions of staff at 

domestic violence shelters assessed in our research, 75% of whom indicated that they were aware of 

survivors in the community who had not come to shelter because they could not bring their pets with 

them.xv  

Recommended public policy 

Promoting the inter-related well-being of humans and non-human animals through public policy to 

mitigate shared threats is endorsed by the World Health Organization’s One Health approachxvi.  The 

One Health approach “recognizes that the health of people is closely connected to the health of animals 

and our shared environment”xvii and affirms the salience of the human-animal bond in promoting 

positive bio-psycho-social outcomes for humans.  In accordance with this model, we advocate for the 

implementation of federal policy to increase the availability of safe emergency and transition housing 

for survivors and their pets as a pressing national policy need.  Increased availability of pet friendly 

emergency and transition housing is only the first step. Access to safe, affordable, and secure pet-

friendly housing is a need after survivors leave shelter.  Expanded access to such housing is not only 

necessary for the promotion of health and safety for human and non-human survivors of violence but is 

also consistent with Canada’s construction of access to housing as a human right.  As stated in the 

National Housing Strategy Act of 2019, the Government of Canada recognizes “that the right to 

adequate housing is a fundamental human right affirmed in international law” and that “housing is 

essential to the inherent dignity and well-being of the person.”xviii 

 

In the United States, the Pet and Women Safety (PAWS) Actxix was signed into law in 2018xx. This bill 

extended protections to survivors of IPV by including pets in federal laws governing protection order 

violations and interstate stalking. The act also increased the capacity of domestic violence shelters to 

serve survivors fleeing violence with their pets through establishing grant funding ($3M USD to start) to 

support the development of pet safekeeping programs by domestic violence shelters. We recommend 

adopting a similar model of an established grant fund, either federally or provincially administered, to 

which domestic violence shelters can apply to implement and support needed pet programs.  We are 

currently examining the advantages and drawbacks of different pet sheltering programs in Canada (i.e., 

in shelter, on-site but in a separate building, off-site foster program, off-site kenneling) vis-à-vis impacts 

on IPV survivors, their children, their pets, and shelter staff. Domestic violence shelters can use this 

information in their decisions about the type of pet program to implement, but this knowledge will only 

take us so far. Demands on shelters are high and their resources limited: additional funding for program 

implementation is urgently needed. While pet programs may have previously been perceived by some 

as trivial, research and lived experience have shown these are essential resources for survivor safety. 

Adequate funding is critical to ensure such programs are available to every survivor regardless of where 

they live in Canada. In a time of increasing pet ownership, (social) media exposure of people trying to 

flee dangerous situations with their pets (e.g., floods in BC, war in Ukraine), and research explaining how 

pets can be a barrier to escaping a violent relationship, pet programs can now be viewed for what they 

are: tools for reducing a significant barrier to help-seeking, and by extension, a way to save lives.  
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