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Preparing pets and their people: 
opportunity for veterinary teams 
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in their communities
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Climate change has made disasters, and their associated health risks, more frequent 
and severe. Despite these growing risks, a substantial proportion of adults in the US 
do not have a disaster plan. Even for those who have disaster plans, it is unclear if 
these always include pets. The objective of this project was to explore the potential 
for veterinary teams to facilitate the development of pet-inclusive disaster plans 
through conversations during routine veterinary visits. We conducted two separate 
anonymous surveys, one for veterinary staff and one for veterinary clients. Overall, 
we found that both groups believe disasters are increasing and likely to impact 
people and their pets, however respondents remain largely unprepared for these 
events. Although both groups reported that the topic of disaster preparedness 
was not typically covered during veterinary visits, pet owners overwhelmingly 
agreed that pet health professionals are trustworthy sources of information, and 
that it would be helpful to have support from their veterinary team in developing a 
disaster plan that includes their pets. Barriers to such conversations, and potential 
solutions, were explored. Collectively these findings reinforce the role of veterinary 
professionals as trusted community members who can enhance public health 
and community resilience by integrating disaster preparedness into their practice.
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Introduction

Natural disasters occur when natural hazards intersect with vulnerable human populations 
and infrastructure, resulting in significant damage, disruption, and loss. In the United States, 
2023 set a record for the highest number of billion-dollar disasters since 1980 (1) underscoring 
the significant and enduring impacts on the economy and human capital (2, 3). Strong 
scientific consensus shows that anthropogenic climate change is driving the rising frequency 
and intensity of extreme events such as heatwaves, heavy precipitation, droughts, and tropical 
cyclones (4). The World Meteorological Organization has reported a fivefold increase in 
weather-, climate- and water-related disasters from 1970 to 2019 (5). Beyond their physical 
and economic toll, these events often have substantial public health consequences (6, 7) with 
vulnerable cohorts such as children, the elderly, and the impoverished at particular risk of 
mental, emotional, and physical stress following disasters (8).

Companion animals are also impacted by these increasing disasters. If not safely evacuated 
by their caregivers, pets may be injured, killed, or lost. Disaster events can be sudden, such as 
the Marshall Fire in Colorado, in which more than a thousand pets perished within hours (9), 
or more protracted such Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, which impacted hundreds of thousands 
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of dogs and cats (10). There are also long-term sequelae associated with 
animals in disasters, such as infectious disease outbreaks or feed and 
water contamination (1, 11). Disasters can also disrupt local veterinary 
infrastructure, complicating access to care and further complicating 
the animal health impacts (9). Finally, there are strong associations 
between keeping animals safe during disasters and improvements in 
public health outcomes more broadly (12) as people may fail to 
evacuate, or they re-enter disaster zones, to care for their animals (13, 
14). In response to Katrina, Congress passed the Pets Evacuation and 
Transportation Standards Act of 2006 to provide authorization and 
resources for the inclusion of pets when planning for disasters (15–17). 
Opportunities to mitigate impacts on both animals and their caregivers 
would therefore have significant co-benefits (18).

Proactive planning and readiness, at both the individual and 
community level, are critical for mitigating the consequences of these 
events. Disaster preparedness significantly enhances public safety by 
minimizing casualties and injuries through timely and coordinated 
responses (19, 20). It also fosters community resilience and lessens the 
economic impact of disasters as prepared communities experience 
reduced damage to infrastructure and accelerated rehabilitation efforts 
(21, 22). Individual preparedness planning includes the development 
of evacuation plans for the home and workplace, rehearsing disaster 
plans, and procuring required/desired items in the event of a local 
disaster. Individuals who are more proactively prepared for a disaster 
tend to experience better outcomes across multiple scales (23). 
However, a 2022 FEMA study found less than half (45%) of US adults 
felt prepared for a disaster (24). For those with pets, preparedness 
planning should include contingencies for caring for their animals in 
the event of a disaster. Veterinarians are trusted community members 
who support public health efforts in addition to their animal 
responsibilities. The objective of this study was to explore the potential 
for veterinary teams (veterinarians, technicians, and clinic staff) to 
facilitate the development of a pet-inclusive disaster plan through 
conversations during routine veterinary visits.

Materials and methods

Two anonymous surveys, described below, were developed, and 
administered through Qualtrics. Both surveys were classified as 
exempt by the Colorado State University Institutional Review Board.

Veterinary clinic staff survey

This survey targeted employees of USA veterinary clinics over 
18 years of age who consented to participate. There were 16 questions of 
mixed types including multiple choice, select all that apply, and ranking 
with some skip logic (Supplementary material 1). There were questions 
on respondent demographics, clinic type, beliefs about natural disasters, 
disaster preparedness planning for the clinic, and support and resources 
available for clients. For some questions, there was an opportunity for 
respondents to add additional responses if their answer was not included 
as a response option. All questions required a response except for the 
final open-ended opportunities to share disaster preparedness resource 
needs or additional feedback on the survey topic. The survey link was 
distributed through veterinary professional networks on social media, 
email, and by distribution of QR codes at professional networking events. 

The survey was open from July 3 to August 3, 2023. Survey participation 
was incentivized by offering those who completed the survey a chance 
to enter their name in a drawing for one of 10 $50 gift cards.

Veterinary client survey

This survey targeted pet owners 18 years of age and older who live 
in the USA. Respondents were required to own a cat or dog, had 
utilized veterinary services within the past 2 years, and expressed 
consent to participate. The survey consisted of 12 multiple choice and 
select all that apply questions with some skip logic 
(Supplementary material 2). There were questions on respondent 
demographics, beliefs about natural disasters and disaster 
preparedness planning, with an emphasis on their relationship with 
veterinary teams. One attention check question was also included. All 
questions required a response except for the final open-ended 
question, which provided an opportunity for people to provide any 
additional information they felt relevant. Veterinary clients were 
identified through Amazon Mechanical Turk. Survey participants 
received $1 for completing the questionnaire. The survey was available 
from July 18 to September 11, 2023.

Data analysis

Descriptive and comparative statistics were conducted using 
SPSS. When present, free text responses were categorized into broad 
themes based on common sentiments shared by survey respondents. 
Briefly, fill in responses to “other _____” or final open text comments 
were reviewed by multiple authors (JQ, CD) who independently 
looked for shared elements from which a series of thematic categories 
were identified. The frequency of these open text responses was 
reported in rank order.

Results

Veterinary clinic staff survey

A total of 774 respondents participated in the survey. Respondents 
were from 47 states (Supplementary Table 1) and represented a variety 
of roles at the veterinary clinic including veterinarians (43%), veterinary 
technicians (26%), veterinary assistants (15%), practice managers (8%), 
receptionists (4%) or other (4%), including veterinary students, 
inventory managers, and kennel assistants. The majority of respondents 
worked in small animal practices (86%) with a small number in mixed 
(9%), large (3%), or “other” (2%) which included exotics, wildlife, 
shelters, and academia. Most respondents were in suburban communities 
(62%) followed by urban (21%) then rural (17%) communities.

Respondents were asked about the frequency of disasters 
occurring now relative to 10 years ago, and most respondents felt they 
were slightly more (46%) or much more (33%) frequent now. Only 
19% reported disasters to be neither more or less frequent now, and 
those indicating disasters to be slightly less or much less frequent were 
1% of the respondent pool each. The majority of respondents (59%) 
indicated they are likely or very likely to be affected by a disaster in the 
next ten years (Figure 1).
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Most (57%) respondents indicated they had not received any 
training about preparedness for animals in disasters. When asked if 
there is a plan in place for their veterinary clinic in the event of a 
disaster, the majority responding “no” (36%) or “I do not know” 
(29%). Of the 35% responding that their clinic has a disaster plan, the 
majority reported never practicing it (39%) followed by annual 
practice (37%), practice more than every 2 years (11%), practice 
every 2 years (8%), or practicing every 6 months (5%). Additionally, 
these respondents indicated disaster plans were most commonly 
updated annually (38%) followed by never (21%), more than 2 years 
(22%), every 2 years (15%), or every 6 months (4%). Clinic disaster 
plans were most often reviewed with staff/employees annually (50%) 
followed by never (19%), >2 years (16%), every 6 months (8%) or 
every 2 years (7%). Where disaster plans were in place, most (60%) 
were reviewed by new employees during onboarding.

When asked how often disaster preparedness is discussed with 
clients during routine visits, most (57%) respondents answered 
“never” followed by “rarely” (32%), and “sometimes” (9%). Only 2% 
reported “very often” or “always” discussing disaster preparedness 
with clients during routing visits. The most frequently selected 
barriers to discussing disaster preparedness with clients were, in 
ranked order: (1) veterinary teams are not sure of how they should 
be preparing their clients for disasters (35%); (2) natural disasters 
are not common in the area where the veterinary team practices 
(29%); (3) the veterinary team is not sure what their role is in 
disaster preparedness (21%); (4) respondents do not face barriers 
(8%); and (5) disaster preparedness is a difficult subject to discuss 
(7%). Additional barriers, provided by respondents through 
write-in responses, indicated clients’ lack of interest or belief that 
natural disasters will not affect them (n = 8); respondents had never 

thought to discuss the topic of natural disasters preparedness 
(n = 9); respondents work in a specialty area like oncology or 
emergency where they do not interact with clients (n = 19); and 
limited time during client visits (n = 41).

Only a small number (13%) of respondents answered that they 
have resources, such as handouts, checklists, and websites, 
available for their clients to guide their development of 
pet-inclusive disaster plans. Respondents affirmed that the 
following would be helpful or very helpful: (a) resources (e.g., 
brochures, pamphlets, online material) for pet owners to create a 
disaster plan (87%); (b) resources (e.g., protocols, guidelines) for 
optimizing a clinic’s disaster plan (85%); (c) courses about 
preparing for disasters (77%); and (d) courses about how to 
discuss disaster preparedness with your client (72%). Other 
helpful resources indicated by respondents through write-in 
answers included online continuing education, checklists that are 
easy and accessible for clients, social media resources, geographic 
specific disaster preparedness information, and a website to 
provide clients with that includes valuable information. Finally, 
there was an option for respondents to share anything else they 
desired about the survey or disaster preparedness. There were two 
commonly shared sentiments; the first is the benefit of regionally 
specific information, and the second was an interest in how 
veterinary teams could increase awareness and concern of clients 
regarding natural disasters. Several respondents reported it is 
difficult to get clients to care about natural disaster preparedness 
and that many clients believe that a natural disaster will never 
happen to them. Many of the respondents shared that they 
appreciated the research project and were glad that natural 
disaster preparedness was being discussed in the veterinary field.

FIGURE 1

Client and veterinary clinic staff perceptions regarding the likelihood of them, and their pets, being affected by a disaster in the next 10 years.
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Veterinary client survey

There were 299 veterinary clients who consented to participate 
and correctly answered the attention check question included in the 
final analysis. Respondents were from 41 states (Supplementary  
Table 1), and predominantly from suburban areas (54%) with the 
remaining equally split from urban (23%) and rural areas (23%).

Regarding the frequency of disasters occurring now relative to 
10 years ago, most respondents felt they occur slightly more (46%) or 
much more frequent now (33%), as compared to neither more or less 
frequent now (18%) or slightly less frequent now (3%). No respondents 
selected that disasters are much less frequent now than 10 years ago. 
Regarding the “likelihood that you and your pet(s) will be affected by 
a disaster in the next 10 years,” most respondents answered in the 
affirmative “likely” or “very likely” (figure 1).

Respondents were asked about their current disaster plan, and most 
reported they do not have a current plan but have considered forming 
one (46%), followed by those who have not considered forming a disaster 
plan (21%), and those who have a current disaster plan which needs to 
be  updated (20%). Only 13% of respondents indicated they have a 
current disaster plan, with all affirming their plan includes their pets.

Respondents indicated that pet health professionals were 
“trustworthy” (55%) or “very trustworthy” (28%) in guiding the 
development of disaster plans that includes pets, with far less indicating 
neutral (15%), and only a small number (2%) selecting “untrustworthy” 
or “extremely untrustworthy.” Regarding the frequency of someone at 
their veterinary clinic discussing disaster plans that include their pets, 
only 5% selected “yes.” When asked how helpful they would find their 
veterinary clinic’s support to be  in developing a disaster plan that 
includes their pet(s), more than three-quarters of responses were positive 
(“helpful” = 58% or “very helpful” = 18%) followed by neutral (21%) and 
a small number of negative responses (unhelpful = 3%). Of the list of 
options provided regarding information clients could receive from 
veterinary clinics, the highest-ranking response was (a) how to prepare 
pets for disasters (37%), followed by (b) worksheets for developing a plan 
for pets (27%), (c) how disasters affect pets (19%), and (d) the type of 
disasters that occur in a specific region (16%). Other information clients 
would like from their veterinary clinic (provided by write-in responses) 
included what to do during a disaster in terms of boarding facilities or 
places to house pets, how to handle prescriptions, and what to do if 
owners are separated from their pet. Finally, there was an option for 
respondents to share anything else they would like to add about this 
survey or disaster preparedness. Some of the major themes that 
respondents wanted included resources about regionally specific 
information, checklists of what clients should have prepared in case of 
an emergency, a list of safe places to take pets during a natural disaster, 
and how to handle stressed animals during a disaster.

Discussion

Results of these surveys highlighted challenges and opportunities 
shared between veterinary clinic staff and their clients, making it 
pragmatic to discuss their perspectives together. Despite strong 
agreement by both veterinary staff and clients that disasters are becoming 
more frequent, and with over half of all respondents expressing the 
likelihood of them and their pet being affected by a disaster in the next 
10 years, our results suggest that both groups are largely unprepared for 

such events. This is consistent with patterns and projections of disasters 
and highlights several opportunities for veterinary staff to bolster disaster 
preparedness in communities through their own actions and as trusted 
community leaders and educators.

Being able to maintain climate resilient veterinary health systems, 
those capable of withstanding the disasters already known to disrupt 
physical and social infrastructure, is one of three critical areas in 
which the health sector must act on climate (25). In our survey, only 
35% of veterinary respondents reported their clinic had an up-to-date 
clinic disaster plan. This is less than a similar, but smaller (n = 209), 
study conducted on veterinarians practicing in Mississippi, where 43% 
have a disaster plan (26) which may be explained by people in the 
southeast being generally more prepared (27) or the fact that the 
majority of those surveyed in Mississippi had already experienced a 
disaster making them more likely to have a disaster plan. In addition 
to creating a clinic disaster plan, it is essential to conduct frequent 
exercises and practice drills such as safe building evacuation or 
sheltering in place (28). In our survey, of the 35% of clinics with 
disaster plans, 37% reported never practicing the plan, 21% reported 
never updating the plan, and 18% reported never reviewing the plan 
with their staff, effectively nullifying the disaster preparedness effort.

To mitigate disruption of veterinary health services in the face of 
disaster, it is essential that that the profession expand emergency 
preparedness efforts. At the clinic level, this centers around the 
development of a clinic specific disaster plan and ensuring that the 
entire team is up to date with the plan. Several resources exist to aid 
in the planning, both within veterinary networks and beyond the 
profession. For example, in the US, the American Veterinary Medical 
Association provides resources for members on “Emergency Planning 
for Veterinary Practices” (29), a workbook on “How to Write a 
Disaster Plan for your Clinic” (30) and more in-depth continuing 
education courses on “Disaster and Business Continuity Planning” 
(30). Similarly, the World Organization for Animal Health has 
published “Guidelines on Disaster Management and Risk Reduction 
in Relation to Animal Health and Welfare and Veterinary Public 
Health” (31). A disaster plan should be viewed as a “living document” 
and reviewed and updated regularly. It should also be  practiced 
routinely with staff, both during planned practices where time is 
blocked off in the schedule, as well as initiating unannounced practices 
during a lull or on a slow day. All employees should be introduced to 
the plan during onboarding and given ample opportunity to ask 
questions or suggest revisions to the plan should they see opportunities 
for improvement. As clinic teams work to develop, practice, and refine 
preparedness plans at the clinic, they should also support employees 
to develop their own household plan that includes their pets.

Encouraging household, and pet, preparedness planning need not 
be  restricted to staff. In our survey, veterinary clients are similarly 
unprepared despite their acknowledgement that disasters are increasing 
in frequency and have the potential to impact their pets. While one third 
of clients responded that they have a plan, only 13% reported that their 
plan was up to date. This is similar to, albeit lower than, a 2021 survey 
reported by ASPCA that says 46% of pet owners have a plan in place (32). 
This difference may reflect variability in respondent geography, lived 
experience, or differences in question framing as we explicitly asked if 
the plan was up to date. With ~87 million pet owning households in the 
USA alone (33), even if half had a plan, that leaves more than 40 million 
without, and therefore an opportunity for veterinary teams to expand 
their efforts to build resilience in their communities.
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Veterinarians have a long history in safeguarding public health 
through their expertise in disease control, zoonotic disease surveillance, 
food safety regulation, and the promotion of animal welfare. Expanding 
into disease preparedness, particularly for animal caregivers, is well 
within the scope of professional practice. The public generally has a 
positive perception of veterinarians, even more favorable than 
physicians, specifically finding them more approachable, sensitive, and 
understanding (34). Results of this survey also support veterinarians as 
trustworthy, with the overwhelming majority responding that they 
trust pet health professionals to help them develop a disaster plan that 
includes their pets. By raising awareness of disaster preparedness and 
sharing resources with their clients, veterinary professionals will 
expand their public health purview by building disaster resilience, that 
is the ability to recover quickly, in their communities.

Despite client interest in learning more about disaster preparedness 
at the veterinary clinic, both clients and veterinary teams reported this 
topic was very rarely discussed at the veterinary clinic. In this study, 
we identified several barriers to engagement on the topic, some of 
which are resolvable with relatively minimal disruption. To address the 
reported lack of knowledge about how to prepare people and their pets 
for disasters, we could better connect clinic staff with existing resources 
on the topic, such as those from national associations like the AVMA 
(35) or FEMA (36), which have client checklists and other helpful tools. 
Our survey work also highlighted a need for access to regionally 
specific resources, such information on disasters more common in an 
area or local options for sheltering animals. Such resources may already 
be available through state or regional veterinary medical associations, 
or local clinics could work together to develop information that could 
be disseminated through both veterinary networks as well as regional 
disaster management groups.

Respondents also reported lack of time during veterinary visits as 
a barrier to disaster information sharing. Some ways to share this 
information without increasing workload include passive strategies 
such as sharing prepared materials with new clients as part of a broader 
resource packet or having posters with QR codes linked to existing 
resources in waiting rooms. Alternatively, more active strategies could 
include asking if the client has updated their disaster preparedness plan 
as part of routine wellness visits and providing resources if they have 
not. Providing a variety of opportunities for clients to engage with 
available resources will help to normalize discussion of the topic which 
can benefit both pets and people. It is also important to note that this 
engagement need not be restricted to veterinary-client interactions. 
Sharing of preparedness resources could take place at any client contact 
points during the visit by engaging veterinary technicians and other 
members of the staff. Finally, some people find disaster preparedness a 
difficult topic to discuss. We presumed that this may be due to political 
barriers, most notably in the USA (37), given the association between 
disasters and climate change, however, research consistently supports 
that framing climate change as a health issue reduces this polarization, 
raises awareness and urgency by making its impacts more relatable, and 
better mobilizes public support for climate action (38–40).

There are several limitations to this survey-based study, 
highlighting the need for additional research in on the topic. The 
veterinary clinic staff survey was opportunistically distributed and, 
based on the respondent demographics, geographically biased. 
Similarly, the veterinary client survey lacked representation from some 
geographic regions and, while Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform 
has been shown to be more representative of the US population than 

convenience sampling, there is typically an over-representation of 
younger and urban based respondents (41, 42). Respondents’ previous 
experience with disasters, which was not accounted for in this study, 
may have influenced their decision to participate in the project and 
their responses to individual questions. Finally, the lack of shared 
client-veterinary relationships makes it impossible to draw conclusions 
about specific interactions between the two survey groups.

The focus of this study was on expanding disaster preparedness at 
veterinary clinics; however, it should be noted that there are many more 
ways for animal health professionals to support disaster preparedness, 
response, and recovery efforts in their communities. Previous research 
has similarly identified opportunities to better equip veterinary teams 
to respond in disaster situations (43), suggesting there may be a broader 
need for expanding training to animal health professionals on this 
topic. Future research on the most effective ways to engage veterinary 
clients in veterinary clinics could be helpful to inform best practices in 
communication and dissemination of the information. Given the 
projected increase in disasters in the USA and beyond (4) integrating 
disaster preparedness planning into our scope of preventive care could 
go a long way to protecting the health of both pets and their people.
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