AAT AND HOMELESS POPULATIONS
“When you’re outside sleeping, they bark when somebody comes. They wake you up. I prefer dogs to people.”

-- Chrissie,

Edinburgh street resident


The literature examining the relationship between homeless individuals and companion animals is scarce. A remarkable documentary by Arnott & Blakeway (2004) describing “street people” in Edinburgh, Scotland and their dogs confirmed anecdotal reports. Dogs often provide homeless persons with emotional support, companionship and additional security and serve as magnets to attract onlookers who may contribute money. Their presence mitigates loneliness. They become vehicles for redemption that encourage a sense of responsibility, reward the fulfillment of responsibility, and are perceived to change or save the lives of persons (Irvine, 2013a, 2013b). 


Only a handful of studies have examined the topic. Kidd & Kidd (1994) and Singer, Hart & Zasloff (1995) reported that homeless individuals’ attachments to their pets are stronger compared to the general population, and that 96% of homeless women would not accept housing if their pets could not be accommodated. Cronley et al. (2009) reported that 5.5% of the homeless population they surveyed reported they currently cared for a pet. Rew (2000) and Taylor, Williams & Gray (2004) indicated that some animal-owning homeless individuals did not engage in substance abuse or high-risk behaviors out of a sense of responsibility toward their animals.


Labrecque & Walsh (2011) suggested that, given the numerous positive psychological and physiological health benefits associated with caring for a pet, agencies that provide services to the homeless should explore ways in which pets can be incorporated into their programming. Homeless women, in particular, may have experienced multiple forms of loss; the enforced relinquishment of a family pet in exchange for accommodation in a homeless shelter may cause further emotional harm.


Homeless women have endured loss due to the inability to maintain their pets while staying in shelters: these relationships had previously contributed significantly to their well-being by enhancing feelings of acceptance, comfort, empathy, and responsibility. Companion animals would have added to women’s feelings of being “at home” while residing at a homeless shelter and would have contributed to a sense of community there.
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