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Abstract

Introduction

Companion animals play an important role in the lives of many individuals and
families. Beyond companionship, pets provide emotional comfort, support daily
routines, and strengthen connections between people and their communities.
However, financial hardship, housing instability, transportation challenges, and
limited access to affordable veterinary care can make it difficult for families to
meet their animals' basic needs. This paper explores how companion animal
wellness connects to family stability and community well-being. It introduces
the Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support Needs Framework as a
practical approach to recognizing unmet needs, reducing barriers, and
connecting families with resources before problems become more serious. By
supporting both animals and the households that care for them, communities
can better reduce preventable suffering and strengthen family well-being.

Keywords: animal welfare, family well-being, human-animal bond, public
health, social determinants of health, community collaboration, prevention,
One Welfare

For many people, pets are more than animals living in their homes. They are
family members, companions, and important sources of comfort and emotional
connection. They share in everyday routines, provide affection during difficult
times, and often become deeply connected to a family's sense of home.

Yet caring for an animal requires more than love. Pets depend on their owners
for proper nutrition, clean water, safe shelter, medical attention, and daily care.
When families experience financial difficulties, illness, housing instability, or
other hardships, meeting those needs can become increasingly challenging.

These circumstances raise an important question: What if some animal welfare
problems could be prevented by recognizing the challenges families are
experiencing before those challenges become crises?

Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ approaches companion animal wellness as part of a broader
effort to understand the conditions that affect families and communities. Rather
than focusing only on what happens after an animal becomes sick, neglected,
or surrendered, this approach considers the circumstances that may contribute
to those outcomes and the opportunities available to provide earlier assistance.

Healthy Pets, Stronger
Communities
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The relationship between humans and companionThe relationship between humans and companion
animals has been studied across public health,animals has been studied across public health,
psychology, social work, and veterinary medicine.psychology, social work, and veterinary medicine.
Research suggests that animals may provideResearch suggests that animals may provide
emotional comfort, encourage physical activity,emotional comfort, encourage physical activity,
support social interaction, and contribute to feelingssupport social interaction, and contribute to feelings
of purpose and companionship.of purpose and companionship.

The National Institutes of Health (2018) hasThe National Institutes of Health (2018) has
highlighted potential benefits of human–animalhighlighted potential benefits of human–animal
interaction, including stress reduction and socialinteraction, including stress reduction and social
connection. However, researchers also recognizeconnection. However, researchers also recognize
that these benefits vary depending on individualthat these benefits vary depending on individual
circumstances and that animal ownership cancircumstances and that animal ownership can
introduce additional responsibilities and challenges.introduce additional responsibilities and challenges.

For an older adult living alone, a pet may provideFor an older adult living alone, a pet may provide
companionship and daily structure. For a child,companionship and daily structure. For a child,
caring for an animal may encourage empathy andcaring for an animal may encourage empathy and
responsibility. For someone experiencing grief,responsibility. For someone experiencing grief,
loneliness, or hardship, an animal may become anloneliness, or hardship, an animal may become an
important source of comfort.important source of comfort.

When a family struggles to care for a beloved pet,When a family struggles to care for a beloved pet,
the emotional consequences can be significant. Thethe emotional consequences can be significant. The
inability to afford veterinary treatment, purchaseinability to afford veterinary treatment, purchase
necessary food, or maintain pet-friendly housingnecessary food, or maintain pet-friendly housing
may create additional stress and difficult decisions.may create additional stress and difficult decisions.
Recognizing this connection helps explain whyRecognizing this connection helps explain why
companion animal wellness deserves considerationcompanion animal wellness deserves consideration
in broader community efforts to support families.in broader community efforts to support families.

The relationship between humans and companion
animals has been studied across public health,
psychology, social work, and veterinary medicine.
Research suggests that animals may provide
emotional comfort, encourage physical activity,
support social interaction, and contribute to feelings
of purpose and companionship.

The National Institutes of Health (2018) has
highlighted potential benefits of human–animal
interaction, including stress reduction and social
connection. However, researchers also recognize
that these benefits vary depending on individual
circumstances and that animal ownership can
introduce additional responsibilities and challenges.

For an older adult living alone, a pet may provide
companionship and daily structure. For a child,
caring for an animal may encourage empathy and
responsibility. For someone experiencing grief,
loneliness, or hardship, an animal may become an
important source of comfort.

When a family struggles to care for a beloved pet,
the emotional consequences can be significant. The
inability to afford veterinary treatment, purchase
necessary food, or maintain pet-friendly housing
may create additional stress and difficult decisions.
Recognizing this connection helps explain why
companion animal wellness deserves consideration
in broader community efforts to support families.

Our goal is to promote
understanding, responsible
pet care, and compassionate
policies that support both
people and pets.

The Connection Between
Pets and Family Well-Being
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Barriers That Affect
 Companion Animal Care

Although responsible pet ownership is essential, notAlthough responsible pet ownership is essential, not
every difficulty meeting an animal's needs resultsevery difficulty meeting an animal's needs results
from a lack of responsibility or concern. Familiesfrom a lack of responsibility or concern. Families
may face circumstances that limit their ability tomay face circumstances that limit their ability to
provide consistent care despite their best intentions.provide consistent care despite their best intentions.

Financial hardship can make routine veterinaryFinancial hardship can make routine veterinary
visits, vaccinations, medications, and specializedvisits, vaccinations, medications, and specialized
diets difficult to afford. Transportation limitationsdiets difficult to afford. Transportation limitations
may prevent owners from reaching veterinarymay prevent owners from reaching veterinary
clinics or animal assistance programs. Housingclinics or animal assistance programs. Housing
restrictions and pet-related fees may createrestrictions and pet-related fees may create
additional challenges for families facing relocationadditional challenges for families facing relocation
or financial instability.or financial instability.

Research published in the Journal of the AmericanResearch published in the Journal of the American
Veterinary Medical Association (2022) has identifiedVeterinary Medical Association (2022) has identified
financial and demographic factors associated withfinancial and demographic factors associated with
perceived barriers to veterinary care. These findingsperceived barriers to veterinary care. These findings
reinforce an important distinction: The willingness toreinforce an important distinction: The willingness to
care for an animal and the ability to accesscare for an animal and the ability to access
necessary resources are not always the same.necessary resources are not always the same.

A family requesting pet food assistance may also beA family requesting pet food assistance may also be
struggling with groceries, transportation, healthcarestruggling with groceries, transportation, healthcare
expenses, or housing costs. Rather than viewingexpenses, or housing costs. Rather than viewing
each request as an isolated problem, communitieseach request as an isolated problem, communities
have an opportunity to understand the broaderhave an opportunity to understand the broader
circumstances and identify appropriate support.circumstances and identify appropriate support.

Although responsible pet ownership is essential, not
every difficulty meeting an animal's needs results
from a lack of responsibility or concern. Families
may face circumstances that limit their ability to
provide consistent care despite their best intentions.

Financial hardship can make routine veterinary
visits, vaccinations, medications, and specialized
diets difficult to afford. Transportation limitations
may prevent owners from reaching veterinary
clinics or animal assistance programs. Housing
restrictions and pet-related fees may create
additional challenges for families facing relocation
or financial instability.

Research published in the Journal of the American
Veterinary Medical Association (2022) has identified
financial and demographic factors associated with
perceived barriers to veterinary care. These findings
reinforce an important distinction: The willingness to
care for an animal and the ability to access
necessary resources are not always the same.

A family requesting pet food assistance may also be
struggling with groceries, transportation, healthcare
expenses, or housing costs. Rather than viewing
each request as an isolated problem, communities
have an opportunity to understand the broader
circumstances and identify appropriate support.
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Critical 10™ includes the following areas:

The Critical 10™ Pet Care &
Support Needs Framework

Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ developed the Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support Needs Framework to helpIllinois C.A.R.E.S.™ developed the Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support Needs Framework to help
communities identify common companion animal needs and organize opportunities for assistance. Thecommunities identify common companion animal needs and organize opportunities for assistance. The
framework brings together ten practical areas of animal care, including nutrition, feeding equipment,framework brings together ten practical areas of animal care, including nutrition, feeding equipment,
identification, hygiene, comfort, preventive healthcare, and other essential supplies.identification, hygiene, comfort, preventive healthcare, and other essential supplies.

Its purpose is not to suggest that every animal requires identical resources. Needs vary depending onIts purpose is not to suggest that every animal requires identical resources. Needs vary depending on
species, age, medical conditions, and living environment. Instead, the framework provides a consistentspecies, age, medical conditions, and living environment. Instead, the framework provides a consistent
way to recognize needs and identify where support may be beneficial.way to recognize needs and identify where support may be beneficial.

Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ developed the Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support Needs Framework to help
communities identify common companion animal needs and organize opportunities for assistance. The
framework brings together ten practical areas of animal care, including nutrition, feeding equipment,
identification, hygiene, comfort, preventive healthcare, and other essential supplies.

Its purpose is not to suggest that every animal requires identical resources. Needs vary depending on
species, age, medical conditions, and living environment. Instead, the framework provides a consistent
way to recognize needs and identify where support may be beneficial.

The framework is intended to support community awareness, resource identification, and coordination. ItThe framework is intended to support community awareness, resource identification, and coordination. It
is not a clinically validated assessment or predictive tool. By organizing common needs, participatingis not a clinically validated assessment or predictive tool. By organizing common needs, participating
organizations may be better equipped to identify gaps in available services and connect households withorganizations may be better equipped to identify gaps in available services and connect households with
appropriate assistance.appropriate assistance.

The framework is intended to support community awareness, resource identification, and coordination. It
is not a clinically validated assessment or predictive tool. By organizing common needs, participating
organizations may be better equipped to identify gaps in available services and connect households with
appropriate assistance.

EXAMPLES OF SUPPORT

Pet Nutrition

Food Preparation & Storage

Food & Water Bowls

Treats & Enrichment

Collars, Leashes & Identification

Hygiene & Grooming

Bedding & Comfort

Veterinary Care Support

Flea, Tick & Parasite Prevention

Additional Essential Supplies

Age-appropriate food, special diet needs

Food containers and preparation accessories

Safe feeding and drinking equipment

Toys, appropriate treats, and stimulating activities

Safety and identification equipment

Cleaning and grooming supplies

Bedding and comfort items

Examinations, vaccinations, medications, and treatment

Preventive products and services

Other necessary items based on individual circumstances

AREA

www.illinois-cares.comwww.illinois-cares.comwww.illinois-cares.com



A prevention-oriented approach asks whether some of these circumstances could beA prevention-oriented approach asks whether some of these circumstances could be
recognized earlier.recognized earlier.
For example, repeated requests for pet food may indicate that families in a particularFor example, repeated requests for pet food may indicate that families in a particular
community are experiencing financial hardship or that existing assistance programs arecommunity are experiencing financial hardship or that existing assistance programs are
difficult to access. Missed veterinary appointments may reflect transportation problems ratherdifficult to access. Missed veterinary appointments may reflect transportation problems rather
than an unwillingness to seek care. Housing-related pet surrender requests may point to athan an unwillingness to seek care. Housing-related pet surrender requests may point to a
shortage of affordable pet-friendly housing.shortage of affordable pet-friendly housing.

Recognizing these patterns does not mean that individual outcomes can be predicted withRecognizing these patterns does not mean that individual outcomes can be predicted with
certainty. It means that communities may have opportunities to address conditions thatcertainty. It means that communities may have opportunities to address conditions that
contribute to preventable problems.contribute to preventable problems.

The goal is not simply to respond when an animal is suffering. It is to recognize the needs andThe goal is not simply to respond when an animal is suffering. It is to recognize the needs and
barriers that may contribute to that suffering and connect families with help sooner.barriers that may contribute to that suffering and connect families with help sooner.
This perspective reflects the broader Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ mission of identifying and working toThis perspective reflects the broader Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ mission of identifying and working to
reduce risk, connecting resources, reducing barriers, improving quality of life, andreduce risk, connecting resources, reducing barriers, improving quality of life, and
strengthening communities.strengthening communities.

A prevention-oriented approach asks whether some of these circumstances could be
recognized earlier.
For example, repeated requests for pet food may indicate that families in a particular
community are experiencing financial hardship or that existing assistance programs are
difficult to access. Missed veterinary appointments may reflect transportation problems rather
than an unwillingness to seek care. Housing-related pet surrender requests may point to a
shortage of affordable pet-friendly housing.

Recognizing these patterns does not mean that individual outcomes can be predicted with
certainty. It means that communities may have opportunities to address conditions that
contribute to preventable problems.

The goal is not simply to respond when an animal is suffering. It is to recognize the needs and
barriers that may contribute to that suffering and connect families with help sooner.
This perspective reflects the broader Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ mission of identifying and working to
reduce risk, connecting resources, reducing barriers, improving quality of life, and
strengthening communities.

Recognizing Risk 
Before Problems 
Become Crises

Many animal welfare concerns are addressed
only after a problem has become serious.

An animal may require emergency medical attention
because routine care was delayed. A family may
run out of pet food or face the difficult decision to
surrender a companion animal because essential
resources are no longer affordable.
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Companion Animal
Wellness as a
Community Health Concern

Animal health and human health are connected inAnimal health and human health are connected in
several important ways.several important ways.

Routine veterinary care, vaccinations, parasiteRoutine veterinary care, vaccinations, parasite
prevention, proper sanitation, and safe animal handlingprevention, proper sanitation, and safe animal handling
can help reduce certain health risks affecting bothcan help reduce certain health risks affecting both
animals and people. The Centers for Disease Controlanimals and people. The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention emphasizes preventive animal care andand Prevention emphasizes preventive animal care and
appropriate hygiene as important public healthappropriate hygiene as important public health
practices.practices.

Companion animal wellness also intersects withCompanion animal wellness also intersects with
broader social and economic conditions. Familiesbroader social and economic conditions. Families
experiencing financial instability may struggle to affordexperiencing financial instability may struggle to afford
both household necessities and animal care. Housingboth household necessities and animal care. Housing
restrictions can threaten the stability of human–animalrestrictions can threaten the stability of human–animal
relationships. Limited transportation can preventrelationships. Limited transportation can prevent
access to necessary services. These circumstancesaccess to necessary services. These circumstances
demonstrate why companion animal wellness shoulddemonstrate why companion animal wellness should
not be considered entirely separate from communitynot be considered entirely separate from community
health and family stability.health and family stability.

Supporting access to basic animal care may help easeSupporting access to basic animal care may help ease
immediate household pressures, preserve valuedimmediate household pressures, preserve valued
relationships, and encourage healthier livingrelationships, and encourage healthier living
environments. However, further evaluation isenvironments. However, further evaluation is
necessary to determine the extent to which specificnecessary to determine the extent to which specific
assistance programs improve long-term animal andassistance programs improve long-term animal and
family outcomes.family outcomes.

Animal health and human health are connected in
several important ways.

Routine veterinary care, vaccinations, parasite
prevention, proper sanitation, and safe animal handling
can help reduce certain health risks affecting both
animals and people. The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention emphasizes preventive animal care and
appropriate hygiene as important public health
practices.

Companion animal wellness also intersects with
broader social and economic conditions. Families
experiencing financial instability may struggle to afford
both household necessities and animal care. Housing
restrictions can threaten the stability of human–animal
relationships. Limited transportation can prevent
access to necessary services. These circumstances
demonstrate why companion animal wellness should
not be considered entirely separate from community
health and family stability.

Supporting access to basic animal care may help ease
immediate household pressures, preserve valued
relationships, and encourage healthier living
environments. However, further evaluation is
necessary to determine the extent to which specific
assistance programs improve long-term animal and
family outcomes.
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The Role of
Illinois C.A.R.E.S. ™

Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ serves as a community connector,Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ serves as a community connector,
educator, and partner, helping bring people,educator, and partner, helping bring people,
organizations, and resources together to identifyorganizations, and resources together to identify
needs, reduce barriers, and strengthen communities.needs, reduce barriers, and strengthen communities.
The organization does not intend to replaceThe organization does not intend to replace
veterinarians, animal shelters, rescue organizations,veterinarians, animal shelters, rescue organizations,
food pantries, or other established service providers.food pantries, or other established service providers.
Instead, its role is to help strengthen connectionsInstead, its role is to help strengthen connections
among existing resources, improve public awareness,among existing resources, improve public awareness,
and identify barriers that prevent families fromand identify barriers that prevent families from
obtaining assistance.obtaining assistance.

Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ serves as a community connector,
educator, and partner, helping bring people,
organizations, and resources together to identify
needs, reduce barriers, and strengthen communities.
The organization does not intend to replace
veterinarians, animal shelters, rescue organizations,
food pantries, or other established service providers.
Instead, its role is to help strengthen connections
among existing resources, improve public awareness,
and identify barriers that prevent families from
obtaining assistance.

Through the Critical 10ˮ framework, IllinoisThrough the Critical 10ˮ framework, Illinois
C.A.R.E.S.™ can encourage partnershipsC.A.R.E.S.™ can encourage partnerships
among animal welfare organizations,among animal welfare organizations,
veterinary providers, community agencies,veterinary providers, community agencies,
businesses, volunteers, and residents.businesses, volunteers, and residents.
Potential activities include coordinatingPotential activities include coordinating
community supply drives, helping familiescommunity supply drives, helping families
locate available services, identifying gaps inlocate available services, identifying gaps in
resource access, and encouragingresource access, and encouraging
collaboration between animal assistancecollaboration between animal assistance
programs and organizations addressingprograms and organizations addressing
housing, transportation, and financial stability.housing, transportation, and financial stability.
These efforts are intended to supportThese efforts are intended to support
organizations already doing valuable workorganizations already doing valuable work
while making assistance easier for residents towhile making assistance easier for residents to
find.find.

Through the Critical 10” framework, Illinois
C.A.R.E.S.™ can encourage partnerships
among animal welfare organizations,
veterinary providers, community agencies,
businesses, volunteers, and residents.
Potential activities include coordinating
community supply drives, helping families
locate available services, identifying gaps in
resource access, and encouraging
collaboration between animal assistance
programs and organizations addressing
housing, transportation, and financial stability.
These efforts are intended to support
organizations already doing valuable work
while making assistance easier for residents to
find.
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Understanding
Community Needs and
Measuring Results

Effective prevention requires more thanEffective prevention requires more than
distributing supplies or offering assistance. Itdistributing supplies or offering assistance. It
also requires understanding whether thosealso requires understanding whether those
efforts are addressing meaningful needs.efforts are addressing meaningful needs.
Community partners can use the Critical 10™Community partners can use the Critical 10™
framework to identify frequently requestedframework to identify frequently requested
supplies, common barriers to care, and gapssupplies, common barriers to care, and gaps
in available services.in available services.

For example, information about recurring petFor example, information about recurring pet
food requests may help organizationsfood requests may help organizations
determine where distribution efforts could bedetermine where distribution efforts could be
expanded. Reports of difficulty obtainingexpanded. Reports of difficulty obtaining
affordable veterinary care may revealaffordable veterinary care may reveal
opportunities for new partnerships oropportunities for new partnerships or
improved transportation connections.improved transportation connections.

Collecting general, nonidentifying informationCollecting general, nonidentifying information
about these needs can support communityabout these needs can support community
planning while respecting household privacy.planning while respecting household privacy.
Evaluation should also examine whetherEvaluation should also examine whether
families received appropriate assistance,families received appropriate assistance,
whether barriers were reduced, and whetherwhether barriers were reduced, and whether
animal well-being improved.animal well-being improved.  

Although distributing supplies is an importantAlthough distributing supplies is an important
activity, the number of items distributed aloneactivity, the number of items distributed alone
does not demonstrate that illness, surrender,does not demonstrate that illness, surrender,
or other adverse outcomes were prevented.or other adverse outcomes were prevented.
Measuring meaningful results can helpMeasuring meaningful results can help
community partners improve programs andcommunity partners improve programs and
direct resources where they are most needed.direct resources where they are most needed.

Effective prevention requires more than
distributing supplies or offering assistance. It
also requires understanding whether those
efforts are addressing meaningful needs.
Community partners can use the Critical 10™
framework to identify frequently requested
supplies, common barriers to care, and gaps
in available services.

For example, information about recurring pet
food requests may help organizations
determine where distribution efforts could be
expanded. Reports of difficulty obtaining
affordable veterinary care may reveal
opportunities for new partnerships or
improved transportation connections.

Collecting general, nonidentifying information
about these needs can support community
planning while respecting household privacy.
Evaluation should also examine whether
families received appropriate assistance,
whether barriers were reduced, and whether
animal well-being improved. 

Although distributing supplies is an important
activity, the number of items distributed alone
does not demonstrate that illness, surrender,
or other adverse outcomes were prevented.
Measuring meaningful results can help
community partners improve programs and
direct resources where they are most needed.
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Conclusion
Companion animal wellness is more than a matter ofCompanion animal wellness is more than a matter of
food, veterinary care, or responsible ownership. It isfood, veterinary care, or responsible ownership. It is
connected to the economic, social, and environmentalconnected to the economic, social, and environmental
circumstances affecting households and communities.circumstances affecting households and communities.
Financial hardship, housing instability, transportationFinancial hardship, housing instability, transportation
limitations, and difficulty accessing affordable serviceslimitations, and difficulty accessing affordable services
can create challenges for families who genuinely lovecan create challenges for families who genuinely love
and want to care for their animals.and want to care for their animals.

Companion animal wellness is more than a matter of
food, veterinary care, or responsible ownership. It is
connected to the economic, social, and environmental
circumstances affecting households and communities.
Financial hardship, housing instability, transportation
limitations, and difficulty accessing affordable services
can create challenges for families who genuinely love
and want to care for their animals.

The Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ Critical 10™ Pet Care & SupportThe Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support
Needs Framework offers a practical approach toNeeds Framework offers a practical approach to
recognizing these needs, strengthening communityrecognizing these needs, strengthening community
partnerships, and encouraging earlier assistance. Thepartnerships, and encouraging earlier assistance. The
framework's long-term value will depend on responsibleframework's long-term value will depend on responsible
implementation, collaboration, and continued evaluation.implementation, collaboration, and continued evaluation.

The Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ Critical 10™ Pet Care & Support
Needs Framework offers a practical approach to
recognizing these needs, strengthening community
partnerships, and encouraging earlier assistance. The
framework's long-term value will depend on responsible
implementation, collaboration, and continued evaluation.

What if recognizing one unmet need could helpWhat if recognizing one unmet need could help
prevent an animal from suffering? What ifprevent an animal from suffering? What if
connecting a family with an existing resourceconnecting a family with an existing resource
could help keep a beloved pet safely in its home?could help keep a beloved pet safely in its home?

What if recognizing one unmet need could help
prevent an animal from suffering? What if
connecting a family with an existing resource
could help keep a beloved pet safely in its home?

These questions encourage communities to thinkThese questions encourage communities to think
beyond responding to problems after they occur andbeyond responding to problems after they occur and
consider the opportunities available to reduce riskconsider the opportunities available to reduce risk
earlier. Ultimately, caring for companion animals is oneearlier. Ultimately, caring for companion animals is one
way of caring for the families and communities to whichway of caring for the families and communities to which
they belong.they belong.

These questions encourage communities to think
beyond responding to problems after they occur and
consider the opportunities available to reduce risk
earlier. Ultimately, caring for companion animals is one
way of caring for the families and communities to which
they belong.

Healthy Pets. Stronger Communities.
Illinois C.A.R.E.S.™ — From Prediction to Prevention
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