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Accessing veterinary healthcare during the COVID-19
pandemic: A mixed-methods analysis of UK and Republic of
Ireland dog owners’ concerns and experiences
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Background: This study explored dog owners’ concerns and experiences
related to accessing veterinary healthcare during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Methods: Data were obtained through two cross-sectional owner-completed
surveys conducted in May (first nationwide lockdown) and October 2020 and
owner-completed diaries (April-November 2020). Diaries and relevant open-
ended survey questions were analysed qualitatively to identify themes. Sur-
vey responses concerning veterinary healthcare access were summarised and
compared using chi-square tests.

Results: During the initial months of the pandemic, veterinary healthcare
availability worried 32.4% (n = 1431/4922) of respondents. However, between
23 March and 4 November 2020, 99.5% (n = 1794/1843) of those needing to
contact a veterinarian managed to do so. Delays/cancellations of procedures
affected 28.0% (n = 82/293) of dogs that owners planned to neuter and 34.2%
(n =460/1346) of dogs that owners intended to vaccinate. Qualitative themes
included COVID-19 safety precautions, availability of veterinary healthcare
and the veterinarian-client relationship.

Conclusion: Veterinary healthcare availability concerned many owners dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Access to veterinary healthcare for emergen-
cies remained largely available, but prophylactic treatments were delayed for
some dogs.
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INTRODUCTION

As part of the UK’s COVID-19 pandemic manage-
ment, a range of lockdown measures were introduced
across the UK nations for the first time on 23 March
2020. Further local restrictions and lockdowns fol-
lowed throughout 2020/2021. In addition to restric-
tions on non-essential travel and exercise outside of
home, closure of non-essential shops and other busi-
nesses, a ban on socialisation with people from out-
side of one’s household and restrictions on the work
of veterinary practices were introduced. Guidelines

for veterinary work were published by the British
Veterinary Association (BVA), outlining that for the
period 23 March to 14 April 2020, only ‘urgent treat-
ment and emergency healthcare’ were permitted.' The
guidelines were subsequently amended; from 14 April,
essential work beyond urgent and emergency health-
care was allowed.” As a consequence of BVA guide-
lines, some veterinary practices closed,®> while oth-
ers restricted their services. During the early stages of
the first national lockdown, an 80%-90% reduction in
veterinary consultations was observed,* with caseload
being reduced throughout the rest of 2020,° although
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theyreportedly returned to near-normal from Septem-
ber 2020 onwards.®

Although the guidelines specified that a short
delay and disruption in the provision of non-urgent
healthcare was unlikely to affect the long-term wel-
fare of dogs, some veterinarians expressed concerns
that even a brief disruption could influence own-
ers’ long-term healthcare-seeking behaviour, in par-
ticular in relation to prophylactic treatment, such as
vaccinations.® In reflection of this, a cross-sectional
industry-issued survey administered across four coun-
tries (Brazil, USA, France and UK) between Septem-
ber and October 2020 showed that 28% of 608 pet
owners had delayed or avoided contacting their vet-
erinary practice since the beginning of the pandemic
and 16% missed routine prophylactic treatment, such
as vaccines.® Of those who delayed or avoided contact
with veterinary practices, 41% believed that visiting a
veterinarian is a non-essential task.® A decrease in vet-
erinary practice presentation for some life-threatening
conditions was also noted from the onset of the
lockdown-related restrictions,” possibly due to own-
ers being more reluctant or unable to seek veterinary
healthcare, mirroring human healthcare seeking.?
Research conducted prior to COVID-19 identified
additional barriers for pet owners accessing veterinary
healthcare, including finances and transportation.’
Further evidence suggests that people with disabili-
ties may be at greater risk of encountering these bar-
riers and that the pandemic has further jeopardized
the affordability and accessibility of veterinary ser-
vices among this population.'®

Social distancing measures introduced to reduce
COVID-19 transmission changed how consultations
were conducted and consequently how owners com-
municated with veterinarians. For example, owners
were often not allowed to accompany their dogs
into consulting rooms and needed to wear protec-
tive clothing when permitted inside.® Visiting clients
at home, including at-home euthanasia procedures,
was discouraged.'' Most veterinary practices began to
rely, at least partially, on telemedicine for a range of
healthcare issues.* Given the importance of good com-
munication between veterinarians and pet owners for
client satisfaction,'> we hypothesise that COVID-19-
related changes to veterinary service delivery may
have affected dog owners’ attitudes towards and expe-
riences of healthcare seeking during the pandemic,
which this study explores.

Previous studies have analysed dog owners’ expe-
riences in relation to healthcare seeking during the
initial months of the pandemic using one-off, cross-
sectional surveys'® but the impact of COVID-19 over
time is unexplored as of yet. Therefore, focusing on the
first 8 months of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study
aimed to 1) explore dog owners’ concerns and experi-
ences related to accessing veterinary healthcare and 2)
describe owner-reported access to veterinary services.
We hypothesise that access to veterinary services has
been affected during the pandemic, with routine treat-
ments likely to have been delayed. As data collection

for this research is ongoing, future studies will focus on
the longer-term impact of the pandemic on dog own-
ers’ experiences.

The findings of this study are discussed within the
COM-B model of human behaviour change,'* as it
lends itself to developing recommendations for how
to maintain and improve engagement with veteri-
nary healthcare. The COM-B model suggests that
behaviour (such as seeking relevant veterinary health-
care) is shaped by one’s capability, opportunity and
motivation.'* Psychological capability describes a per-
son’s knowledge, skills and psychological strength and
physical capability refers to their physical ability.'*
Opportunity captures a number of physical and social
factors that make the behaviour possible (such as
location, resources or social norms'*). Finally, moti-
vation refers to both reflective and automatic pro-
cesses that lead to a behaviour (e.g., conscious plan-
ning but also one’s impulses, desires and emotions'?).
Motivation is also shaped by one’s capability and
opportunity.'*

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data were obtained through two owner-completed
surveys and two electronic diaries (completed by
members of the general public and participants of
“Generation Pup”, an ongoing cohort study'®).

Surveys

Both surveys were hosted on the online survey
platform SmartSurvey. A combination of closed-
and open-ended questions was used. The closed-
ended questions inquired about dogs’ daily routines,
behaviour'® and concerns regarding access to veteri-
nary healthcare. An open-ended question asked own-
ers to discuss any concerns related to dog ownership
during this time. In response to this question, many
owners discussed concerns regarding access to vet-
erinary healthcare and experiences related to veteri-
nary access.'” Sampling for the first survey was based
on the following eligibility criteria: survey participants
were required to be at least 18 years of age and to live
in the UK. The follow-up survey was administered to
the respondents of the first survey who had agreed to
be contacted about a follow-up questionnaire.

The second survey included similar questions to
those included in the first survey and questions
regarding access to veterinary healthcare for emer-
gency and non-emergency issues, access to preven-
tative healthcare services (i.e., neutering, vaccination,
worming treatments and nail care) and open-ended
questions about concerns related to dog ownership
and experiences of accessing veterinary healthcare
during the pandemic. Availability of both surveys is
summarised in Figure 1.

The first survey was promoted via Dogs Trust’s
social media channels, a Dogs Trust e-newsletter
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FIGURE 1

Availability and number of respondents for survey 1, follow-up survey and Generation Pup diary. *The diary feature was

already available to Generation Pup participants before the pandemic; however, they were reminded of this feature in an email sent on 2

April 2020

to supporters, an article in New Scientist magazine
and emails to dog owners participating in the Gen-
eration Pup study or the Dogs Trust Post Adop-
tion study. Participants in a previous survey admin-
istered by the Dogs Trust research team who had
consented to be contacted about further research
opportunities were also invited to participate. Partic-
ipants of the first survey who had consented to be
contacted about further research opportunities were
invited by direct email to complete the follow-up
survey.

Electronic diaries

In addition to the two surveys, dog owners were able to
complete one of two electronic diaries (for the time-
line of diaries’ availability, see Figure 1). The general
public diary entries were collected using an online sur-
vey platform (SmartSurvey); the Generation Pup diary
was built into the participants’ online dashboard.'®
In both cases, an open-ended question asked par-
ticipants to describe if and how their dog’s life in
general and their relationship with their dog(s) had
been impacted by the lockdown. Several prompts
were provided to help participants think about how
the lockdown may have affected them and their
dog(s).'” Owners were able to make one-off or multi-
ple entries. The diaries were analysed qualitatively, as
explained below. The electronic diary was promoted
to the general public in the same ways as the first
survey.

The minimum age to participate in the general pub-
lic electronic diary study was 18 years and participants
were required to live in the UK. Participants could take
part in the general public diary study even if they did
not own a dog at the time of participation but wanted
to share their thoughts and experiences regarding dogs
during the pandemic (e.g., prospective owners seek-
ing to acquire a dog). To take part in the Generation
Pup study, owners need to be at least 16 years old, live
in the UK or Republic of Ireland (ROI) and have a dog

aged under 16 weeks (or 21 weeks if entering the coun-
try via a quarantine) at the time of enrolment. Further
methodological details regarding the Generation Pup
study are described elsewhere.'”

An informed consent statement was provided on the
first page of the survey/diary study that outlined the
study objectives, explained that participation in the
study was completely voluntary, and provided instruc-
tions on how to withdraw from the study. Generation
Pup participants provided informed consent at the
point of registration.'®

Data Analysis

Mixed-method (qualitative and quantitative) analy-
sis was carried out, as it allows both confirmatory
and exploratory questions to be answered. For exam-
ple, whereas quantitative analysis helps to describe
the pattern of access to veterinary healthcare through
numbers, percentages and statistical tests, qualitative
analysis enables exploring reasons for these patterns
by identifying key themes.'® This approach helps to
make the results more robust by allowing triangulation
of data collection and enabling a discussion based on
separate analyses of data on the topic of access to vet-
erinary healthcare.'®9

Quantitative analysis

Summary statistics were used to describe responses to
the survey. The statistical analysis focused on the data
relating to the proportion of neutering, vaccinations,
worming and nail trimming procedures/treatments
among those for whom a given procedure or treat-
ment was relevant. The outcomes (i.e., ‘occurred as
planned’, ‘delayed’, ‘did not occur’) were analysed
using chi square statistics and, where relevant, Fisher’s
exact tests with simulated p values, using 5000 simu-
lations. Quantitative analysis was carried out in R soft-
ware (version 4.0.2).20
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TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of respondents who completed general public diaries, Generation Pup diaries or Survey 2 (n, %)
General public Generation Survey 2
diarists Pup diarists respondents Total
Variable n, (%) n, (%) n, (%) sample n, (%)
Gender
Female 103 (91.2) 225 (93.0) 2283 (88.6)°¢ 2611 (89.0)
Male 10 (8.8) 17 (7.0) 243 (9.4)°¢ 270 (8.2)
Age (years)
18-242 7(3.1) 72.7) 62 (2.4) 76 (2.8)
25-34 14 (10.9) 33 (12.7) 255(9.9) 302 (11.1)
35-44 19 (14.1) 39 (15.1) 272 (10.6) 330 (12.2)
45-54 20 (23.4) 64 (24.7) 699 (27.1) 783 (28.9)
55-64 31 (31.3) 77 (29.7) 704 (27.3) 812 (29.9)
65-74P 16 (12.5) 39 (15.1) 356 (13.8) 411 (15.1)
75-84 6 (4.7) n/a 66 (2.6) n/a
85+ 1(1.6) n/a 3 (0.1)¢ n/a

2This age category was defined as 16—24 in the Generation Pup Electronic Diary.

bThe oldest age category in the Generation Pup Electronic Diary was age 65+.

‘In addition, 0.4% (n = 11) of respondents chose to self-identify (e.g., as gender fluid or nonbinary); 0.7% (n = 17) preferred not to say and 0.9% (n = 23) did not

answer this question.

dA small number, 0.2% (n = 5), of respondents chose not to disclose this information.

Qualitative analysis

Responses to open-ended survey questions and diary
entries were imported into NVivo (v.12, QSR) and
analysed using thematic analysis.”! Coding followed
an inductive approach, whereby codes and themes
were guided by the content of the responses. Each
response was independently coded by one of six
authors (Katharine L. Anderson, Katrina E. Holland,
Lauren Harris, Rebecca Mead, Sara C. Owczarczak-
Garstecka, Lauren Samet) who met regularly to dis-
cuss the assigned codes and ensure consistency. Codes
were applied to represent the content described by
respondents. Codes were then organised into potential
themes and subthemes, which were reviewed and dis-
cussed between the coders to agree on the names and
definitions. Responses, or sections of responses, could
be coded under multiple themes. Finally, we organ-
ised similar themes into meta-themes to provide an
overview of the topics and issues identified. Here, we
present the themes concerning access to veterinary
services and related experiences.

RESULTS
Description of the study population

The first survey was answered by 5063 respondents, of
whom 3425 consented to follow-up contact and 50.1%
(n = 2582) completed the follow-up survey. A total of
1069 and 122 diary entries (completed by 245 and 114
respondents) were completed by the Generation Pup
and general public respondents, respectively. Of the
general public diarists, the majority (98.2%, n = 112)
were dog owners, with only two respondents report-

ing not owning a dog. The demographic characteris-
tics of the sample are presented in Table 1. The major-
ity of participants were female (89.0% of the sample),
and the most common age group was 55-64 years of
age. More details about the characteristics (including
demographic data for the owned dogs) of a sample of
survey 1 and Generation Pup diary respondents are
described in previous work.'°

Veterinary healthcare seeking during the
COVID-19 pandemic

The availability of veterinary healthcare during the
pandemic was a concern for 32.4% (n = 1431/4922)
of respondents to the first survey. Responses to the
follow-up survey revealed that 22.2% (n = 563/2537)
of respondents had experienced a consultation that
was carried out remotely (i.e., by telephone, video or
email) at any time since the start of lockdown. The
vast majority of respondents to the follow-up survey
who sought contact with their veterinary practice were
able to have their dogs seen (Table 2), although many
experienced delays (Table 3). The experiences related
to these changes are discussed in more detail in the
subsequent section.

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
routine healthcare procedures/treatments

Restrictions on non-emergency healthcare impacted
standard preventative healthcare procedures by lead-
ing to delays and cancellations; however, most respon-
dents who sought to access a veterinarian for neu-
tering, worming, vaccination or nail trimming were
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TABLE 2

Results from the follow-up survey on owners’ contact with their veterinary practice for emergency and non-emergency health

issues during the COVID-19 pandemic (since the start of lockdown on 23 March 2020)?

Able to be seen by Unable to be seen by
veterinary practice veterinary practice Total
n, (%) n, (%) n, (%)
Needed to contact veterinary practice n/a n/a 1965/2537 (77.5)

Sought a nonemergency appointment
Sought an emergency appointment

Made an emergency visit without an appointment

1439/1480 (97.2)
315/323 (97.5)
40/40 (100)

41/1480 (2.8) 1480/1965 (75.3)
8/323 (2.5) 323/1965 (16.4)
n/a 40/1965 (2.0)

It was possible to select multiple predefined responses to this question; for example, respondents were able to report seeking care for both nonemergency and

emergency issues.

TABLE 3 Results from the follow-up survey on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on routine healthcare treatments
Neutering Worming Vaccination Nail trimming Chi Square statistic [df]
(n, %) (n, %) (n, %) (n, %)? (p value)
Overall
Procedure/treatment was due, 2934 (12.1) 2220° (91.7) 1346 (55.4) 1459 (56.9) 3107.8 [3] (< 0.0001)
planned or required
Procedure/treatment not due, 2131°€ (87.9) 2024 (8.3) 1084 (44.6) 1107 (43.1)
planned or required
Total 2424 2422 2430 2566
Outcome where procedure was due, planned or required
The procedure/treatment did 52¢ (17.8) 58 (2.6) 141 (10.5) 34 (2.3) 1529.2" [12] (< 0.0001)
not take place due to
COVID-19
The procedure/treatment did 104 (35.5) 79 (3.6) 36 (2.7) 28 (1.8)
not take place for reasons not
related to COVID-19
The procedure/treatment took 1019 (34.5) 1978 (89.1) 842 (62.6) 1397 (91.8)4
place as planned
The procedure/treatment took 30(10.2) 88 (4.0) 319 (23.7) 34 (2.2)
place but was delayed due to
COVID-19
The procedure/treatment took 6 (2.1) 17 (0.8) 8 (0.6) 28 (1.8)
place but was delayed for
reasons not related to
COVID-19
Total 293 2220 1346 1521

Abbreviation: df, degrees of freedom.

a@Multiple choices in response to the question about nail trimming were enabled. Nails were trimmed by a household member: 559/1459 (37.7%); by veterinary

staff: 227/1459 (15.6%); and by a groomer: 611/1,459 (41.9%).

bOne cell included expected value < 5. Fisher’s exact test with simulated p value p < 0.0001.

¢Standardised residuals >10.
dStandardised residuals <10.

able to do so (Table 3). Among the dogs for whom a
particular procedure/treatment was relevant (i.e., due,
planned or required), compared to other procedures,
neutering was significantly less likely than expected by
chance to take place as planned and more likely not
to take place for COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 rea-
sons (Table 3). Compared to other procedures, vacci-
nation was also significantly less likely to take place as
planned and was more likely to have not taken place
or been delayed due to COVID-19. Compared to other
procedures, both worming and nail trimming were
more likely than expected by chance to take place as
planned and less likely to be delayed due to COVID-19
(but there did not seem to be an increase in these not
taking place).

Survey free-text and diaries analysis

Analysis of open-ended questions and diary entries
was performed to better understand dog owners’ con-
cerns and experiences related to veterinary healthcare
during the pandemic. Three meta-themes were iden-
tified that relate to different aspects of owners’ con-
cerns and experiences. Themes and illustrative quotes
are presented in Table 4.

Meta-theme 1, ‘COVID-19 safety precautions at vet-
erinary practice, is characterised by descriptions of
how COVID-19-related measures have led to changes
in veterinary service delivery. For instance, personal
protective equipment was commonly used, and social
distancing was also seen in practices. In many cases,
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owners were collecting medication without seeing
a veterinary professional (in particular, repeat pre-
scriptions and flea/worming treatment). Many vet-
erinary practices employed telemedicine as a way
of running consultations: owners described consul-
tations on the phone/through emails and specialist
apps. Many participants were satisfied with this ser-
vice; however, some said it was hard to ask ques-
tions and to understand the veterinarian. Participants
also described consultations taking place in a car park
instead of inside the clinic building. For some, this
was a welcome change, as they thought their dog
was worried by being inside the clinic, while oth-
ers complained about a lack of privacy (in particu-
lar, when their dog was euthanised in the car park).
Many described that their dog was seen without the
owner being present. Most owners described this as
stressful, explaining that they wished to be with their
dog during the consultation to provide reassurance.
Some also mentioned that not being with the dog
during the consultation further hindered communi-
cation with the veterinarian, which they perceived in
some cases led to missed diagnoses or further health
complications. Being unable to be with the dog dur-
ing the consultation was particularly stressful for own-
ers who were considering euthanasia, owners of dogs
with behavioural issues and those who owned elderly
dogs.

Meta-theme 2, ‘Availability of veterinary health-
care, comprised data referring to attitudes about
the availability of veterinary healthcare and issues
accessing veterinary healthcare where it was sought.
Some respondents were uncertain whether healthcare
would be available, should it be needed, or if they
would be able to access it, for instance, if they were iso-
lating. Others reported on experiences of attempting
to obtain veterinary healthcare. While some respon-
dents stated that they had no difficulty doing so, oth-
ers expressed difficulty making appointments for non-
emergency reasons. Some respondents were unable to
even contact their practice. Most owner-reported bar-
riers to accessing veterinary healthcare or advice were
related to the veterinary practice’s adoption of COVID-
19-related restrictions, and in particular, asking own-
ers not to accompany their dogs into the practice, but
some respondents also cited personal health, trans-
port or financial reasons.

Meta-theme 3, ‘Veterinarian-client relationship’,
covers aspects of responses that refer to the pan-
demic’s impact on a respondent’s (and/or their dog’s)
relationship with their veterinarian. This included
references to an owner’s or dog’s familiarity with
staff at their veterinary practice. This meta-theme
follows closely from meta-theme 2, as the respon-
dents often explained that their relationship with
veterinarians was strengthened or undermined by
the availability of healthcare, which also impacted
the ‘Quality of Healthcare. In some cases, respon-
dents suggested that relationships had been termi-
nated or were at risk of this, as some owners reported
seeking veterinary healthcare elsewhere during the
pandemic.

DISCUSSION

This study explored the experiences and concerns of
UK and ROI dog owners related to veterinary health-
care during the COVID-19 pandemic, including the
likelihood of obtaining relevant veterinary healthcare
during this period.

The availability of veterinary healthcare during the
initial months of the pandemic was a worry for over
one-third of survey participants. Similar concerns
about the availability of veterinary healthcare dur-
ing the pandemic have been reported by owners in
the UK?? as well as other countries, including Spain,
the US, Canada and Australia.'®>???* Despite these
concerns, the vast majority of this study’s respon-
dents who needed to access veterinary services since
the lockdown began were able to do so. Nonethe-
less, delays in access to preventative healthcare were
reported. Interpreting these findings within the COM-
B model of human behaviour change, they demon-
strate that while the opportunity to seek help did not
disappear, it was restricted and plausibly impacted
upon owners’ motivation to seek treatments for their
dogs.

Both the statistical analysis performed in this study
and the qualitative subtheme ‘Limitations on veteri-
nary healthcare available’ show that, in particular,
neuter/spay procedures were less likely than other
procedures to take place as planned and more likely
not to take place due to COVID-19. In addition, over
one-third of owners who planned to neuter or spay
their dogs were unable to do so for reasons unre-
lated to COVID-19. Insights from the qualitative analy-
sis suggest that this could have been a result of dogs
coming into season shortly before the planned pro-
cedure. Vaccinations were also more likely than other
procedures to be delayed or not to take place as
planned due to the ongoing pandemic. However, sta-
tistical analysis showed that worming and nail trim-
ming were not affected by the neutering and vacci-
nation procedures. This may be because owners may
have already had supplies at home, were able to pur-
chase non-prescription worming treatments or col-
lect and administer medication themselves without
seeing a veterinarian. Even prior to the pandemic,
many practices allow owners to collect repeat worm-
ing medication without appointment, providing the
dog is under their care and has been seen by a vet-
erinarian within a given period (e.g., in the previ-
ous 12 months). This means that opportunities to
provide dogs with worming treatments that did not
require face-to-face contact were already in place
before the pandemic, so administering this treatment
did not require behaviour change from dog owners.
This was reflected in survey free-text responses and
diary entries coded as ‘Contactless ordering, payment
or collection of medication’. Compared to other pro-
cedures, a greater number of owners required nail
trimming for their dogs. It is possible that this is
because nail trimming needs to be carried out regu-
larly throughout a dog’s life (if a dog does not wear
their nails down on walks), whereas other procedures
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are conducted once (neutering) or with a lesser fre-
quency. The high likelihood of nail trimming tak-
ing place as planned during the pandemic may be
partly explained by findings from this study’s qualita-
tive data, which indicates that some owners began per-
forming this task themselves or obtaining this service
from other sources, such as dog groomers. In other
words, for many owners, nail trimming was not dis-
rupted in the same way as other veterinary treatments
or procedures.

The qualitative analysis in this study provides fur-
ther insights into the experiences of owners seeking
veterinary healthcare during the pandemic. Responses
assigned to the meta-theme ‘Availability of veteri-
nary healthcare’ highlighted that while some owners
were able to book an appointment easily, others expe-
rienced difficulties. For many owners, appointment
booking required more effort than prior to the pan-
demic, particularly for non-emergency issues, which
may have affected owners’ capability and motiva-
tion to engage with veterinary healthcare. The rea-
sons for the reported diversity in owner experiences
of attempting to seek veterinary healthcare during
the pandemic are likely complex but may include the
health status of veterinary practice staff, as well as the
prevalence rate of COVID-19 in different geographical
areas throughout this time. Environmental and physi-
cal factors, such as the practice layout and availability
of suitable outside space, may have also played a role
in how practices responded to the guidelines, poten-
tially leading to different experiences between owners
attending different practices.

A small number of participants believed that delays
in the availability of consultations negatively impacted
the health or welfare of their dog. The delays in
getting an appointment may have meant that those
waiting for a consultation had to wait longer, with
some owners speculating that delays led to a dete-
rioration of their dog’s health. Some participants
thought that delays and rushed “catch up” con-
sultations contributed to a lower quality of health-
care. It is also possible that the quality of consul-
tations remained the same, but the perception of
quality was altered, as previous research has high-
lighted that consultations experienced as rushed are
often believed to be of worse quality than consul-
tations where owners thought they had time to ask
questions.”®

While short-term delays in the provision of preven-
tative healthcare, such as vaccinations, are unlikely
to impact the health of most dogs, the very young
or elderly population may be negatively affected
due to being immunocompromised.”® In addition,
delays to vaccinations of puppies could have affected
their socialisation opportunities, increasing the risk of
behavioural problems later in life.?”?® Difficulties in
accessing non-emergency appointments and comple-
mentary therapies (e.g., hydrotherapy) may have also
had a negative impact on dogs living with chronic
health issues, who may be more dependent on regu-
lar check-ups and access to diagnostic tests to monitor
their health and welfare.

Previous research identified that an owner’s inabil-
ity to be present with their dog during veterinary con-
sultations was a major concern for owners during the
initial months of the pandemic.'® This aligns with our
findings, as many of the qualitative responses were
related to owners’ dissatisfaction about being unable
to accompany their dog inside the veterinary prac-
tice. This led some participants to delay seeking vet-
erinary healthcare (including euthanasia) until they
were allowed to be present with their dog. This shows
that being unable to accompany a dog into the prac-
tice affects the owner’s motivation to seek help, at
least when owners believe that veterinary interven-
tion can be delayed. As owners usually choose to be
present during euthanasia,”” being unable to do so
is potentially distressing and may have a significant
impact on owners’ mental health,*° which warrants
further research. Some owners described seeking vet-
erinary healthcare from an alternative practice oper-
ating with more relaxed procedures. These findings
illustrate that many participants consider accompa-
nying a dog to the veterinarian an important practice
for maintaining human-dog relationships.'® Owners’
capability, here reflected in their emotional capacity to
cope with being separated from the dog during a treat-
ment, and the dog’s (perceived) capability to go into
the veterinary practice unacompanied by the owner
shaped owners’ decisions around seeking veterinary
care.

Our survey identified that one-fifth of respon-
dents had experienced a remote consultation during
the pandemic, illustrating the extent to which this
technology provided opportunities for veterinary
staff to deliver care when in-person consultations
were restricted. Other evidence indicates that more
consultations were conducted using telemedicine
in the initial weeks following 23 March 2020 than
before the pandemic.* Although this was not often
mentioned in the analysed data, teleconsultations
may have been of particular importance to dog own-
ers who were shielding or experiencing COVID-19
symptoms or unable to physically access a veteri-
narian for other reasons. Telemedicine may have
therefore improved some owners’ opportunity to
obtain veterinary advice during the pandemic. How-
ever, an owner’s physical presence may shape their
perception of veterinary diagnosis and quality of
healthcare, helping to develop and maintain their rela-
tionship with the veterinarian. Previous research sug-
gests the importance of owner-veterinarian dialogue
and owner engagement in the process of diagnosing
a pet, for example, by referring to the owner’s own
medical history and experience but also observing a
veterinarian examining the dog or interpreting diag-
nostic tests.?! Therefore, being present during consul-
tations may be important for reaching a diagnosis and
owners’ understanding of and possibly compliance
with veterinary advice. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the
main reasons why owners reported feeling concerned
about the efficacy of telemedicine were the veteri-
narian being unable to see the dog and perform a
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physical examination, as well as difficulties in under-
standing the veterinarian and asking questions.
Owners unfamiliar or uncomfortable with technolo-
gies used to conduct teleconsultations and those with
disabilities may have been especially affected.'® As
adopting a relationship-centred approach to com-
munication may improve veterinary-related out-
comes (e.g., the uptake of veterinary advice),?? future
telemedicine practice should consider how to use
technology to bring the owner back into the veteri-
nary consult room and involve them in the diagnostic
process.

Given the emphasis on the veterinarian-dog owner
relationship identified in our qualitative data and in
light of our study’s exclusive focus on dog owners, a
comment on how the pandemic has impacted vet-
erinarians themselves is warranted. Previous research
suggests that veterinary staff have experienced an
increased frequency of ethically challenging situations
at work during the pandemic.** While not all challeng-
ing situations were a result of the pandemic, uncer-
tainty about what can be defined as an “essential”
service and whether potentially coming into contact
with a client is needed added to veterinary team mem-
bers’ concerns.®* As the experience of veterinary pro-
fessionals was beyond the scope of this study, future
studies are required to further understand the impact
of the pandemic on this population.

Strengths and limitations

The survey/diary results of this study are based on
data obtained from a large sample of dog owners. The
study results were also triangulated by using more
than one approach to data collection (surveys and
diaries) and applying different types of analysis (qual-
itative and quantitative), which improves the rigour of
this study.'” However, this study is limited by poten-
tial sampling bias due to the self-selection of par-
ticipants. Self-selection may have resulted in over-
representation of owners interested in or motivated
towards good welfare for their dogs and thus per-
haps more likely to seek veterinary healthcare, despite
perceived barriers. In addition, this study’s partici-
pants were mostly females. While this reflects previ-
ous studies of human-pet relationships,'®'634 future
research should attempt to recruit more male respon-
dents to minimise this bias, increase the generalis-
ability of findings to a wider population of dog own-
ers and investigate whether owner gender affects vet-
erinary healthcare-seeking attitudes and behaviour.
Moreover, the number of respondents who reported
seeking veterinary services for emergency or none-
mergency health issues does not equate to the num-
ber of respondents who said that they needed vet-
erinary services for any issue. This is possibly due to
respondents seeking veterinary services remotely (e.g.,
through telemedicine); however, due to the structure
of questions in the survey, we were unable to deter-
mine this.

Data collection for this research project is ongoing,
and in this study, we have not explored owner-related
factors (e.g., gender; age; COVID vulnerability status;
geographical location) or dog factors (e.g., breed; age)
as confounding variables associated with access to
veterinary healthcare. We hope to expand on the quan-
titative analysis in the future when the data collection
is complete.

CONCLUSION

These findings are consistent with our hypothesis that
dog owners’ access to veterinary care was affected by
the pandemic. This study provides evidence that in the
UK and ROI, prophylactic treatments for some dogs
were delayed during the COVID-19 pandemic, affect-
ing opportunities to seek help, but access to veterinary
healthcare for emergencies remained largely available.
Nonetheless, this study’s qualitative insights illustrate
owners’ concerns and worries about the potential
availability of veterinary healthcare. The findings also
suggest that experiences of owner-veterinarian-dog
encounters were often affected by COVID-19 safety
precautions that typically prohibited owners from
accompanying their dog within the veterinary prac-
tice. This affected some owners’ capability and moti-
vation to seek help, which resulted in some own-
ers delaying seeking veterinary healthcare, potentially
adding to health concerns, while others sought help
from a different practice. Therefore, the pandemic
resulted in additional perceived barriers to seeking
veterinary healthcare for owners. Difficulties in book-
ing appointments, greater effort needed to book them
and inability for owners to be present with their dog
during the veterinary encounter may impact owners’
healthcare-seeking behaviour.

Our findings suggest the need for a review of com-
munication from veterinary professionals to pet
owners regarding their intentions to remain open
to urgent issues or emergencies to mitigate owners’
fears. Furthermore, as future lockdown and veterinary
services disruptions are possible, steps to improve
veterinarian-owner communication while practic-
ing social distancing should be encouraged, with a
particular focus on involving the dog owner in the
diagnostic process even when not physically present
during the consult. Postconsultation follow-ups with
owners may provide an opportunity to clarify any mis-
understandings. In addition, further effort is needed
to remove possible technological barriers associated
with teleconsultations, which may disproportion-
ally affect owners unfamiliar or uncomfortable with
such technologies and those with disabilities. Finally,
socialising dogs to veterinary facilities and formal vet-
erinary handling early in life could encourage owners
to seek veterinary care promptly, even when unable
to accompany a dog into the practice, by improving
a dog’s capability to enter the veterinary practice
unaccompanied and their owner’s confidence in
this.
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