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Impact of COVID-19 on U.S. Pet Owners
Navigating Petcare Through a Global Pandemic

Pet and Owner Behaviors/Routines
Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a marked increase in pet adoptions. Now, more 
than ever, pet owners have been relying on their pets for companionship and support. Pet owners reported 
that the bond they have with their pets has grown stronger and many reported that during COVID-19, 
especially during lockdowns, their pet had a positive impact on their quality of life and mental health. 
The underlying question is - which changes in behaviors and routines will persist once the 
pandemic ends and which will return to “normal”?
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Happier to have you
home more often

Following you around
more

More affectionate

Dog Owners Cat Owners

58%
of pet owners said their 

relationship with their pet 
has improved since the 

start of COVID-19

One dog became very anxious and 
developed separation anxiety so 

bad that he now takes medication if 
I am gone more than 3 hours.

”

Having a pet during COVID-19 is 
important socially as we are distancing 
from human friends. Having our cats is 
central to the happiness of our home.

It’s been positive more 
so for me than for him. 
He’s been an emotional 

support.

“

Households have been adopting or purchasing pets at the highest rate in recent years with nearly 20% of pet 
owners in our survey welcoming a new dog or cat during COVID-19, which is 4x the previous year’s level. Of 
note, almost half of those who adopted or purchased a pet recently did so for the first time.

80% of dog owners and 65% of cat owners noticed a change in their pets’ behavior since the start of the 
COVID-19 shutdown. Of owners whose pets’ behavior has changed, the most often exhibited behaviors were 
positive:

1.8 times/week2.6 times/week

Once business returns to normal, 1/4 of dog owners 
anticipate they’ll use a dog walking service or local pet 
daycare. Services like these will help pets cope with 
separation anxiety once dog owners return to work.

COVID-19 has strengthened the human-animal bond due to pet owners spending more time at home with their 
pets. Since the bond is growing stronger, both pets and humans may experience anxiety when people return to in-
person offices and spend more time away from their pets. In lieu of human presence, toys, long-lasting chews, cat 
trees, etc. are good outlets for keeping pets occupied and stress-free when they’re left alone. To give pet owners 
peace of mind when they cannot be with their pets, products such as pet cams, GPS collars/tags, health/activity 
tracking devices and monitoring devices will allow this comfort, potentially leading to an uptick in spending on all 
these pet supply and technology products. Opportunities exist to capitalize on these evolving dynamics and 
conducting targeted market research with pet owners can help elucidate this potential.
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Pet owners will use these services:

Foster|Rosenblatt recently conducted research on how COVID-19 has impacted veterinarians and their clinics. 
As a follow-up, we conducted 16 telephone interviews and an online survey with

380 pet owners on how COVID-19 has affected their experience.
Our findings suggest COVID-19 will have a lasting impact on consumer behavior in the pet care market.
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27% of pet owners in our study have pet insurance. 
These pet owners were significantly more likely to visit 
the vet during COVID-19 and more frequently visited 
the vet compared to those without insurance. These 
findings suggest pet insurance helps drive vet visits.

61% 25% 14%
I've avoided or

postponed a vet
appointment

Low Box (1-2) Mid Box (3-5) Top Box (6-7)

Strongly Disagree Neutral Strongly Agree

Vet Visits
COVID-19 had a minimal impact on vet clinic visits: 78% of pet owners visited the vet since the shutdown.

Only 17% of pet owners who visited their vet had issues scheduling an appointment and, of these, the majority 
(78%) reported their vet clinic being busier than usual and they had to wait longer for an available appointment.

Most 
Mentioned

6%
11%
11%

19%
23%

Trupanion
Embrace
Pets Best

Nationwide
Healthy Paws

Top Pet Insurance Companies

Of those with insurance, % of pet owners by company  

Wellness appointment

Vaccine appointment

Sick appointment

Pet owners have not been holding back and postponing vet visits due to COVID-19. They have still been taking 
their pets to see the vet, not only for emergencies, but also for routine preventative care and common 
illnesses.

5%

8%

8%

12%

12%

14%

26%

Lump/growth

UTIs

Chronic pain

Eye infections

Ear infections

Dermatological issues

Digestive/GI issues

Top Reasons for Visiting the Vet Top Reported Sick Visits

1

2

3

The vet office had limited 
hours and services during 

shutdown.
”

Appointment delayed a 
month per vet’s office.

COVID impacted the 
availability for spay 

appointment.

“

Vet clinic visits were largely unaffected by COVID-19: pet owners have still been going to the vet for preventative 
care, common illnesses, and other visits. This trend is expected to continue throughout the remainder of the 
COVID-19 shutdowns. Vaccine appointments are on the rise as this correlates with the increase in pet adoptions. 
There is an opportunity for clinics & pet insurance companies to join forces to grow their demand, since pet owners 
with insurance have a higher rate and frequency of vet visits.
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Pet Owner Perceptions of Distance Vet Appointments

10% 50% 41%
Distance vet

appointments

Low Box (1-2) Mid Box (3-5) Top Box (6-7)

Not at all acceptable Neutral Completely acceptable

23% of pet owners were unsure of the services their 
vet offered, indicating a potential awareness issue.

15%

23%

25%

37%

37%

40%

42%

Social media engagement

Payment plans

Distance appointments

Online pharmacy

Telemedicine appointments

Phone/web consultations

Smartphone application

Services Offered by Vet Clinics Services Pet Owners Want Vet Clinics to Offer

There was a disconnect between the services pet owners want and the services offered by vet clinics. ~40% of 
pet owners wanted their vets to offer smartphone applications, phone/web consultations, telemedicine 
appointments and an online pharmacy, yet most vets have not offered these since COVID-19.

Most pet owners found distance vet appointments to be adequate. While the changes aren’t ideal, pet owners 
understood and were relatively satisfied with them and appreciated their clinic keeping them and their pets safe.

With distance appointments, pet owners are spending less time talking with the vet and clinic staff, which leads to 
less time for discussion on new products or alternative therapies - targeted marketing communications to pet 
owners outside the clinic may help to offset this dynamic.
Smartphone applications, phone/web consultations, telemedicine appointments and online pharmacies are services 
pet owners want their vets to offer. These can serve to increase loyalty and retention and drive sales to the vet 
clinic. Manufacturers and retailers can also benefit from engaging with customers through smartphone apps and 
other channels outside of the vet clinic. 
The Foster|Rosenblatt team has years of experience providing ROI analysis on promotional spend for DTC (Direct-
To-Consumer) channels ensuring that every $ spent is as efficient and effective as possible.

12% would prefer to speak directly to the vet during the visit, as some felt there was a lapse in 
communication and the interaction was not as thorough, especially since it’s more difficult to discuss 
any questions or problems.

Despite pet owners understanding the need for distance appointments, 37% would prefer to 
accompany their pet in the exam room, especially in order to ease their pet’s anxiety.
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7%

7%

9%

27%

70%

Telemedicine appointments

Smartphone application

Online pharmacy

Phone/web consultations

Distance appointments

(phone calls, text messaging, email)

(i.e., downloaded phone application to 
view pet(s) medical records, etc.)

(i.e., parking lot exchanges, curb-side 
service, car appointments)

(virtual face-to-face appointments)
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17%
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4%

20%

Pet Owner Purchases By Category
- % of purchases before COVID-19, % gain/loss during COVID-19 -

For all categories except pet food, there was a decline in purchasing since COVID-19, especially for 
prescription & OTC meds. Most channels have been negatively affected, with the retail channel experiencing 
the largest decrease. For pet food, owners purchased less from pet specialty stores and purchased more 
online, with Chewy.com gaining the most business.

Of these pet owners, 44% reported ordering more online due 
to convenience (18%) and limiting in-person contact (18%).
In the future, 97% of pet owners anticipate purchasing from 
their new/updated purchase locations after COVID-19.

of pet owners changed their 
purchase location for any pet 

products they regularly purchased 
(incl. accessories, treats, toys, etc.)

About the study
The qualitative interviews were conducted with 16 US dog and cat owners between August 1st and August 24th. The quantitative survey was 
conducted among 380 pet owners across the US. The survey was fielded between September 3rd and September 22nd, 2020; the data in this 
report was collected by Foster|Rosenblatt.

Used to purchase items at PetSmart 
but have switched to Chewy for 
safety, convenience and pricing.

“

”

Of pet owners who spent more money on their pets…
The top purchase locations were:
1. Amazon
2. Chewy
3. Online (non-specific)

The top purchases were:
1. Toys
2. Treats
3. Pet food

of pet owners have 
been spending more 
money on their pets 
since COVID-19

22%

Brick and mortar stock low or 
unavailable, not wanting to 

leave home.

Since COVID-19, people have been adopting more pets which is contributing to an increase in spending on non-
medicinal products. Furthermore, those who already had pets have been spending more money on higher quality 
food and more pet supplies, toys and accessories. The pet care industry is on an upward trajectory which will 
continue post-COVID-19.
There has been a shift from retail stores to online purchasing of food and pet supplies (non-prescription/non-
medical products) due to convenience and this shift is expected to persist in a post-COVID-19 environment. Both 
online & in-store retailers should thoroughly research this space, to ensure near-term resiliency and long-term 
success.
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Pet FoodHeartworm MedsFlea/Tick MedsOTC Meds/ SupplementsPrescription Meds

-3%

+4%

+2%

0%
-1%

-1%
-5%
-1%

+2%-8%

-6%

-3%
-6%

We analyzed pet owner purchasing behavior before and during COVID-19 for several product categories and 
through 3 major channels: vet clinic, retail, and online.

Mostly online purchases to 
reduce coming into contact 

with others.

-6%
-9%
+8% +5%+7%

+4%
OnlineRetailVet Clinic I did not purchase this % gain/loss during COVID-19

Purchasing Behavior
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