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“Caring for animals is a credible component of providing care to people, 
because the needs of animals are inevitably linked to the needs of people” 

Patricia Forkan, Vice President, United States Human Society  
 

In the wake of recent disasters, the important role played by animals (especially 
cats and dogs) in emergency planning and evacuation is becoming increasingly 
more visible and clear.  The issues are exacerbated by changes in the number of 
households with pets as well as the nature of the animal-human relationship.   
 
Pets are becoming more common in the United States with 58.9% of U.S. 
households containing pets and about 40% including at least one dog (Monti 
2000; Katz 2003).  Americans spent $34 billion on their pets in 2005, up from 
$17 billion in 1994 (Katz, 2003).  Not only do Americans have more pets but we 
are also treating them very differently.  Many people have made their pet a part 
of their family (Katz, 2003) and most pet owners refer to themselves as 
“Mommy” or “Daddy” (Gardyn, 2002).  Katz (2003) reported that the results 
from a Yankelovich survey showed that a substantial number of people, 
especially single people, said that they rely mostly on their pets for 
companionship and affection.  These results also showed that 50% of dogs sleep 
in their owners’ bedrooms (half of them on the bed).  As Andrew S. Edmonds 
puts it, “American pets—particularly cats and dogs—have come in from the 
yard and have staked a claim to both our homes and hearts (2004:1).”   
 
This intensified bond between humans and animals leads to new challenges and 
complications when the time comes to leave homes in the event of a looming 
disaster.  Studies have documented that pet owners are more reluctant to leave 
disaster impact areas and are more likely to re-enter evacuated areas in order to 
rescue their pets.  Pet ownership was the most important explanation for why 
households without children did not evacuate (Heath 2001).   The more pets a 
household had, the higher the risk of evacuation failure (Whitehead et.al. 2000; 
Heath et al. 2001; Whitehead 2003).  Heath (2001) reported that more than 80% 
of people who re-entered an evacuated area were pet owners whose goal was to 
save their pet.  He also found that most owners of pets seemed to have places 
where they and their pets could stay, but that logistical problems, such as not 
having pet carriers, were the most likely culprit in failure to evacuate the pets.  
Other reasons for pet evacuation failure are “low pet attachment  and 
commitment” scores (indicated by having dogs that are kept outdoors or owning 
pets that are not vaccinated, etc.) and owning multiple pets (Heath et al. 2001) 
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Such behaviors risk the lives of pets, pet owners, and rescue personnel.  If our 
goal is to improve the efficiency of the evacuation process and the safety of all 
lives (human and non-human) involved, then we must address how to get the 
pets out.  This relatively new awareness will allow us to devise new and more 
effective ways to keep every member of the household safe.   

Methods of Research 

Since 1996, Hurricanes Bertha and Fran reminded North Carolina residents of 
how hurricanes could batter the coasts and those inland areas near the coast. In 
1998, Hurricane Bonnie made it clear that these events were becoming more 
common. By the time Hurricanes Bertha, Fran, and Bonnie had come and gone, 
the need for more and better information about the attitudes, plans and actions of 
coastal residents was clear.   A group of sociologists and economists at East 
Carolina University began working with the NC Department of Emergency 
Management to plan a survey to fill this need.    

In November 1998, the research staff began working with the ECU Survey 
Research Laboratory to develop a general methodology to assess the impacts of 
evacuations on coastal populations.  Survey Sampling, Inc., a nationally 
recognized firm located in Connecticut, provided random digit dialing samples 
for the eight coastal counties: Brunswick, New Hanover, Pender, Onslow, 
Carteret, Hyde, Dare and Currituck.  Of the households contacted, 76% 
completed the interview. 

In the fall of 1999, two hurricanes hit eastern North Carolina during a 17 day 
period. In early September, Hurricane Dennis wobbled back and forth along the 
coast of northeastern North Carolina, hitting the region twice before moving 
inland, penetrating the central part of the state, and then heading north. Ten days 
later, on September 16, Hurricane Floyd made landfall near Wilmington, NC. 
As Floyd slowly moved north, extremely heavy rains fell. The floods that 
followed Hurricane Floyd were devastating throughout eastern North Carolina.    

In January 2000, North Carolina Sea Grant funded a re-survey of households to 
assess the devastation caused by Hurricanes Dennis and Floyd. This research 
emerged from the serendipitous possibility of tracking the changes in attitudes 
produced by Dennis and Floyd.  An overall 49% response rate was achieved. 
Because these questions focus on pets, all households that did not have pets 
were dropped from the analysis.  (The preceding section summarizes a more 
complete description of the hurricanes and the research methods presented in 
Whitehead et. al. 2001) 

Results 

The original research reported that the three most common reasons for not 
evacuating were the respondents 1) did not think the threat was serious enough, 
2) wanted to protect their property and 3) were concerned about their pets.   
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Table 1:  Did Pets Keep You From Evacuating for Each of the Three Hurricane

453 294 224 971

93.8% 93.9% 92.9% 93.6%

30 19 17 66

6.2% 6.1% 7.1% 6.4%

483 313 241 1037

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Count

Count

Count

No

Yes

Did Pets keep you
from evacuating

Total

Bonnie Dennis Floyd

Hurricane

Total

 
 
Table 2:  Logistic Regression of Social and Economic Characteristics of People 

Who Have Pets by Failing to Evacuate Because of Their Pets 

  Bonnie Dennis Floyd 
 Exp(B) Exp(B) Exp(B) 
White 3.36 1.59 1.46 
Female 3.42* 2.61# 1.28 
Age 1.01 1.01 1.02 
Education 1.03 0.90 0.85 
Married 1.64 4.20# 2.14 
Income 0.99 0.99 1.00 
Children 0.67 0.96 0.92 
Constant 0.00 0.03 0.14 
 # = P< .10,  * = P< .05  

 
 
Almost two thirds of the people who did not evacuate reported that the threat 
was not serious enough.  Between 6% and 7% cited concern for their pets.  
 
What are the characteristics of people who reported that they rode out the 
hurricane to be with their pets?  Binary logistic regression was used to determine 
which factors influenced this decision.  Table 2 shows the results for all three 
hurricanes.  For Hurricane Bonnie, females were more likely than males to 
report that their pets kept them from evacuating.  For Dennis, females and 
married people were more likely to report that their pets kept them from 
evacuating.  Finally, for Floyd, none of the social or economic factors 
significantly influence the likelihood of not evacuating because of pets. 
 
Table 3 shows how physical risk factors influence the likelihood of people not 
evacuating because of their pets.  For the three hurricanes, only one risk factor 
was statistically significant.  During Dennis, those covered by an evacuation 
order (either mandatory or voluntary) were more likely to report that they did 
not evacuate because of their pets.  None of the other factors that indicate that 
the household would be at higher risk during a hurricane either increased or 
decreased this reason for failing to evacuate. 
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Table 3:  Logistic Regression of Risk Factors of Hurricane Damage on People 
who Reported Failing to Evacuate Because of Their Pets 

  Bonnie Dennis Floyd 
 Exp(B) Exp(B) Exp(B) 
Evacuation Order 1.70 5.43* 1.11 
Neighbors 
Evacuated 0.94 1.10 1.30 
Mobile home 0.88 0.85 0.00 
Barrier Island 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Flood plain 0.99 0.00 0.23 
Flood risk (self-
assessed) 1.08 1.52 1.73 
Wind risk (self-
assessed) 1.16 0.74 0.57 
Constant 0.05* 0.06* 0.09* 
 # = p< .10, * = p< .05  

 
Table 4:  Logistic Regression of Kinds of Evacuation Planning Undertaken with 

People who Reported Failing to Evacuate Because of Their Pets 

  Bonnie Dennis Floyd 
Evacuation plan 1.77 1.28 1.20 
Rehearse evacuation 0.49 1.21 1.41 
Constant 0.06* 0.05* 0.06* 
# = p< .10, * = p< .05 

 
 
Table 4 shows how evacuation planning influences people reporting that they 
failed to evacuate because of their pets.  Neither having an evacuation plan nor 
rehearsing the evacuation has any significant impact on failing to evacuate 
because of pets.   
 

Conclusions 
 

The lack of a consistent pattern suggests that evacuation decisions for many 
households with pets are complex and must be considered within the context of 
the threat.  Simple socio-economic, risk and planning factors are not sufficient. 
Two directions for future research may be productive.  First, we need to better 
understand the “grey” area in evacuation decisions – the area of uncertainty 
about whether to stay or go.  In the grey area, the seriousness of the threat is 
balanced against the cost of evacuating considered within the context of the 
available resources.   
 
A second direction concerns the nature of explaining our actions to others.  
Given the complexity of the decisions, asking for the most important reason may 
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be misleading.  For example, while married women tended to say that they did 
not evacuate because of their pets (r = .08, p = .02), married men tended to say 
that they did not evacuate because the threat was not serious enough (r = -.13, 
p=.00).  These two answers may indicate the same situation seen through the 
lens of gender.   
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