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Abstract
Although there has been much research on the connection between nonhuman animal cruelty/
abuse and domestic violence, the link between nonhuman animal care and domestic violence has 
received less attention. This study, based on responses from 477 college students in New Provi-
dence, The Bahamas, indicates that the presence of domestic violence in homes is linked with the 
level of care and the prevalence of negative interactions with dogs. Dogs received 10 or more of 
11 components of essential care in 58.0% of homes without domestic violence compared with 
43.7% in homes with domestic violence. A dog was reported being physically injured in 6.8% of 
homes when domestic violence was absent and in 13.6% of homes when domestic violence was 
present. The study suggests that in homes with domestic violence, dogs as well as people are at 
higher risk of intentional harm and/or neglect.
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Introduction

The links among domestic violence, nonhuman animal abuse, and child abuse 
have become an important field of study for researchers in recent years and 
have led to an appreciation—if not an understanding—of the link among the 
three behaviors (for example: Ascione & Arkow, 1999). Furthermore, animal 
abuse appears to be part of a cluster of deviant household behaviors (McPhe-
dran, 2009). Recognition of the importance of this link has led to the estab-
lishment of coalitions of animal welfare and social welfare groups and the 
cross-reporting of animal abuse and domestic violence as a means of increas-
ing animal welfare and protecting people from undesirable behaviors (Long, 
Long, & Kulkarni, 2007).

To date, the emphasis of research has been on the consequences of domestic 
violence on the human members of the household and the intentional harm 
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(usually cruelty, as defined by, or following, Vermeulen & Odendall, 1993, 
or Rowan, 1999) of household companion animals. The association of the 
general care of companion animals with domestic violence appears to have 
been less researched. This may be because an early study indicated little differ-
ence in the basic care offered pets in households where domestic violence was 
absent or present (De Viney, Dickert, & Lockwood, 1983). In many studies, 
as in this early study, battered women are the target group, and this typi-
cally constrains the number of subjects studied (in this case, just 53 families). 
The levels of care offered pets can vary widely and so unless a large sample is 
available, differences in care between households with and without domestic 
violence are unlikely to be found.

“Abuse” (Burge, 1998) and “care” (Morrow-Howell, Proctor, & Dore, 1998; 
White, 1960) direct attention to different aspects of treatment; this becomes 
clear when it is recognized that animals and people can be simultaneously 
cared for and abused. Thus, these terms draw attention to two different aspects 
of human−nonhuman animal interaction. Animal cruelty “scales” typically 
depict mistreatment on a scale from “cruel” (Rowan, 1999, p. 330), the worst 
form of harm (which is intentional and gives satisfaction to the abuser), to 
“neglect” (Rowan, 1999, p. 331) (passive harm); “use” overlays this range of 
care (Rowan, 1999, p. 332). Donaldson (1996) describes a dog kept for fight-
ing who was also well cared for. Likewise, a woman may be given a house in 
which to live, be “wined and dined” (all elements of care) by her intimate 
partner, who then rapes her (use). These concepts have attracted considerable 
attention in the medical literature (for example, Stevenson, 2007; Brechin, 
Barton, & Stein, 2002). When people introduce companion animals into a 
home, whatever their reasons, it is understood that they undertake to care for 
the animals by providing the necessities to sustain them. While many caregiv-
ers may do this satisfactorily, however, it does not preclude them from hit-
ting companion animals or intentionally exposing them to harm (Donaldson, 
1996). An association between domestic violence and care is important as it 
potentially requires the link between the treatment of animals and domestic 
violence to incorporate considerations of animal care (which could include 
acts of omission) as well as animal cruelty (acts of commission).

Domestic violence has been investigated throughout the world and found 
to occur in all cultures to varying degrees (Jeyaseelan et al., 2004). Outside 
developed countries (typically, in North America and Western Europe), how-
ever, there appear to have been few studies on the link between domestic vio-
lence and animal cruelty; exceptions are Argentina (Vaca-Guzman, 2004) and 
The Bahamas (Fielding & Plumridge, 2010). Recently there have been stud-
ies on domestic violence and animal abuse in Australia (Volant, Johnson, 
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Gullone, & Coleman, 2008) and of childhood acts of cruelty toward animals 
in Malaysia (Mellor, Yeow, bt Mamat, & bt Mohd Hapidzal, 2008), which 
have widened the geographic range of studies examining the link.

The benefits to caregivers of having companion animals have been the topic 
of considerable work (Cutt, Giles-Corti, Knuiman, & Burke, 2007; Beck & 
Katcher, 1996). In the case of victims of domestic violence, however, concern 
for the welfare of the companion animals can encourage victims to continue 
to remain in abusive relationships in order to protect their animals (Ascione 
et al., 2007). This has led to some women’s shelters having facilities for com-
panion animals in order to allow women to bring their animals with them 
(Phillips, n.d.). The fact that human victims of domestic violence are willing 
to continue to protect their companion animals illustrates the real fear they 
have that the companion animals will be subjected to significant harm if left 
unprotected (Faver & Strand, 2003).

Typically, researchers show less interest in the benefits of the human-non-
human bond for companion animals than for humans (Shore, Douglas, & 
Riley, 2005). Companion animal attachment and where the companion ani-
mal (cat or dog) is kept both influenced the level of care offered in a North 
American community (Shore, Riley & Douglas, 2006; Shore et al., 2005). It 
can be expected that the benefit to the companion animal will be communi-
ty-specific, as there are environmental factors (for example, temperate versus 
tropical climate) as well as attitudes and actions toward companion animals 
that are conditioned by the socioeconomic-cultural factors prevalent within 
the community. These differences are vividly illustrated by the widely varying 
societal acceptability of eating dog (Podberscek, 2007).

Community differences of dog keeping have been found in studies on dog 
care from around the world. These include general studies (Matter & Daniels, 
2000), as well as studies on specific areas: America (Beck, 1973), Mexico 
(Ortega-Pacheco et al., 2007), Taiwan (Hsu, Severinghaus, & Serpell, 2003), 
The Bahamas (Fielding, Mather, & Isaacs, 2005), Dominica (Alie, Davis, 
Fielding, Maldonado, 2007), and Australia (Kobelt, Hemsworth, Barnett, & 
Coleman, 2003).

In the Caribbean, and in The Bahamas, the population is dominated by 
residents of African decent who have been in constant contact with Western 
values since the trans-Atlantic slave trade. In more recent times, these con-
tacts have been strengthened by migration and emigration to North America 
and Europe, tourism, and the media. Consequently, animal welfare in The 
Bahamas has become a blend of imported habits (feeding manufactured dog 
feed) and local traditions (keeping the dog outside) (Fielding, 2007). There-
fore, whether or not actions constitute acceptable animal care needs to be 
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appreciated in the context of the community being studied, since modifying 
influences can shape what is or is not considered acceptable, beyond what may 
be governed by law.

In The Bahamas, caregivers must provide food, water, and shelter to their 
animals (including dogs); no other care is specifically required by law. With 
respect to the general use of animals, animals must not be overburdened or 
subjected to unnecessary suffering, and activities such as dog fighting are ille-
gal. The laws relating to animal care were last modified in the 1920s (Gov-
ernment of The Bahamas, 1927), however, and it is legal for a licensed dog 
who is not in heat to roam the streets during the day (Government of The 
Bahamas, 1942). It should be noted that knowledge of the care required 
by law is far from common (Fielding, 2007), however, and the care of dogs 
has often been considered a cause for concern (All dogs need is food and 
shelter, 2006).

The study by Fielding and Plumridge (2010) from The Bahamas not only 
found a link between domestic violence and intentional harm of companion 
animals but also between domestic violence and what respondents considered 
“well cared for” companion animals. Consequently, that study raised the need 
to understand the perception of “care” to determine whether the link between 
domestic violence and care was indeed based on anything substantive. Fur-
thermore, it would be of value to determine what elements of the care of 
dogs, if any, were associated with domestic violence. How does the presence of 
domestic violence in a home affect the care offered dogs?

Shore et al. (2006) found that, while many caregivers provided the com-
ponents of essential care, irrespective of where the dog was kept (inside or 
outside the home), the prevalence of standard, enriched, and luxury care 
components diminished compared to essential care, particularly in the case 
of dogs kept outside the home. Consequently, I conjectured that, while I 
would see proportionally fewer dogs receiving enriched and luxury care than 
standard or essential care, I also conjectured that the levels of care would be 
higher in homes without domestic violence rather than those with domestic 
violence.

Method

Participants

A total of 477 students at The College of The Bahamas age 18 or over living 
in dog-keeping households constituted the study population. This college 
population had a female to male ratio of 3:1 (College of The Bahamas, n.d.) 
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and the majority were 23 years of age or under (College of The Bahamas 
unpublished data, 2007). College students are more likely to come from 
higher-expenditure households; in The Bahamas, 77% of all students age 
19−24 at college/university come from homes in the two top expenditure 
quintiles (Department of Statistics, 2004).

Materials

The HITS© scale (Sherin, Sinacore, Li, Zitter, & Shakil, 1998) was used to 
determine whether domestic violence was present in the household; this in-
ventory has a Likert scale frequency response format and comprises four ques-
tions on hitting, insulting, threatening, and swearing. On a 20-point scale, 
scores of 10 or more indicate the probable presence of domestic violence.

An additional inventory used Shore et al.’s (2006) elements of care, sup-
plemented by features of human-animal interactions discussed by DeViney, 
Dickert, and Lockwood (1983), and suggestions from students from The Col-
lege of The Bahamas. These focused on negative interactions (e.g., kicking 
the companion animal), as companion animals can become caught up in the 
violence perpetrated by humans in households (Ascione et al., 2007). Some 
components concerning “abuse” (as perceived by respondents) or physical 
injury may appear to be similar. Given that popular notions of cruelty and 
abuse have yet to be clearly defined in The Bahamas, these questions allow for 
a perception to be cross-referenced with an action that is clearly harmful to 
the dog. For example, some caregivers consider it cruel to confine dogs (Field-
ing, Mather, & Isaacs, 2005), and some residents consider violent acts to be 
“violence” only if they are not “necessary” (Bain, 2008, unpublished data). 
Furthermore, while grooming, bathing, and hair cutting can all be related, it 
was determined that for this investigation they would be identified separately, 
since they may not necessarily form a “package.”

Procedure

Students in a research methods course visited undergraduate classes and 
asked college students to participate in the study. Each respondent signed an 
informed consent form, and all responses were confidential. Participation was 
voluntary, and respondents could elect not to respond to any question; this 
resulted in a variable number of responses for some questions. The question-
naire was a self-completion form. As in Shore et al. (2006), when partici-
pants lived with more than one dog, they were asked to choose one dog and 
answer the questions as they related to the selected dog. One question—“In 
your opinion, is the dog abused?”—was repeated. We assumed that each 
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respondent represented a unique household, as approximately 99.5% of stu-
dents lived at different addresses in fall 2008 (C. Charlow, personal commu-
nication, November 5, 2009). The study was carried out with the consent of 
the Office of Research, Graduate Programmes and International Relations of 
The College of The Bahamas.

Scoring and Analysis

Most questions required a “yes” or “no” response. Scores of less than 10 on the 
HITS© scale were taken to indicate that domestic violence was not present, 
and scores of 10 or greater, that it was. The data were analyzed via SPSS using 
a two-tailed Fisher exact or a Chi-square test. The percentages given are those 
of households within class of home (without or with domestic violence) and 
the number reported (n) is the observed number of respondents in that class 
reporting that attribute.

The statistical tests used an alpha of 0.05. Bonferroni corrections were made 
to the probability levels to account for the fact that multiple significance tests 
were performed for each level of care and group of interactions. This results in 
different probability (p) values for each table in the Results section to deter-
mine results significant at the 0.05 level. Those probability values in the tables 
that are less than the Bonferroni correction are indicated by an asterisk.

Some components of care, such as allowing a dog to have access to the 
street, were reverse scored before determining the total number of compo-
nents of care received by a dog. In the case of tying, this was considered as a 
positive aspect of care. Although tying may not always be in the best interests 
of the dog, the alterative, which may be allowing the dog access to the road, 
puts the dog at risk of harm from humans and motor vehicles. Clearly, a num-
ber of subsidiary questions would probably be needed to actually determine 
whether tying was in the best interests of a particular dog.

Results

The mean number of dogs kept per household was 1.97 (Standard error: 0.70, 
n = 462) and the mean age of the reported dog was 3.3 years (Standard error: 
0.17, n = 218). The breeds/types of dogs on which respondents chose to report 
were dominated by the local mongrel (potcake) (156 dogs), Shih Tzu (60 
dogs), pit bull (51 dogs), chow chow (22 dogs), Rottweiler (19 dogs), German 
shepherd (15), and poodle (15). Other breeds/types were reported by fewer 
than 10 respondents, and 52 respondents did not indicate the breed/type 
of dog. Some participants did not answer all four questions in the HITS© 
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Scale, so the presence/absence of domestic violence could be determined for 
only 469 respondents. Consequently, the results concentrate on this group of 
respondents, which could be classified by the HITS© scale.

The question asking whether the respondent thought that the dog was 
abused was asked twice to assess consistency in responding. Twenty respon-
dents replied to only one of the two questions. For the participants who 
responded to both questions, of those who said “yes” the first time (n = 46), 
only 50% responded “yes” the second time, but of those who said “no” the 
first time (n = 411), 96.7% responded “no” the second time. In the analysis 
discussed in the next section, only those who responded consistently to both 
of these questions (n = 421) were included in the analyses concerning abuse.

Abuse

Respondents associated “abuse” with physical actions that could, if carried 
out in excess, or at all, lead to harm of the pet. Slapping, teasing, hitting, 
physically injuring, and using the dog in dog fights were all more commonly 
reported when the dog was described as “abused.” In 41.5% (n = 160) of the 
cases in which the dog was described as “not abused,” none of these four activi-
ties were reported, compared to 9.5% (n = 2) of the cases in which the dog 
was described as “abused” (Fisher exact test, n = 407, p = 0.003). It is possible 
that less obvious forms of treatment of the dog were recognized as contribut-
ing to abuse. Dogs reported as abused were more likely to be ignored much of 
the time (68.2%, n = 15) than were dogs not reported as abused (19.1%, n = 
75) (Fisher exact test: p < 0.001, n = 415). Similarly, when dogs were ignored 
by most of the household, the corresponding figures were, for abused dogs, 
63.6% (n = 14); and for nonabused dogs, 13.0% (n = 55) (Fisher exact test: 
p < 0.001, n = 419).

Essential Care

Essential Care can be narrowly considered as that which satisfies the mini-
mum legal requirement of food, water, and shelter, as well as a wider set of 
components important for the dog to thrive. The legally required components 
of food, water, and shelter were the most commonly provided of the Essential 
Care components. Dogs in homes with domestic violence were just as likely 
to have shelter, access to water, and food at least once a day (68.7%, n = 101) 
as dogs in homes without domestic violence (76.9%, n = 236) (Fisher exact 
test, p = 0.067, n = 454). All the components of Essential Care together, how-
ever, were more prevalent in homes without domestic violence than homes 
with domestic violence (see Table 1): in 58.0% (n = 167) of homes without 
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domestic violence the dog received 10 or more of the 11 care components 
listed in Table 1, as opposed to 43.7% (n = 62) homes with domestic violence 
(Fisher exact test: p = 0.006, n = 430).

Table 1. Prevalence of Components of Essential Dog Care in Homes 
with and without Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact test
Absent Present

Component of essential 
care

n % n %

Dog fed at least once a day 287 93.2 129 87.2 0.050
S Has access to water at all 

times
286 91.1 140 90.3 0.865

Person who should feed the 
dog actually does so

281 89.8 132 85.7 0.219

Has access to shelter all the 
time

278 88.8 133 86.4 0.451

S When the principal 
caregiver is ill, someone 
cares for the dog

276 88.2 127 81.9 0.088

S Fed bought dog food 271 87.7 117 76.0 0.002*
S When everyone is away 

from home for more than 1 
day, the dog is cared for

269 86.5 125 80.6 0.104

S Behaves differently when 
sick

258 84.0 118 77.1 0.074

S The dog is current on its 
rabies shot

230 74.0 95 62.5 0.013

S Has a veterinarian 204 65.6 83 54.2 0.020
The dog is allowed to roam 
on the street

 69 22.0 50 32.2 0.018

Note: “S” indicates an item in Shore et al.’s (2006) definition of essential care.
* Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.005 to be 

significant at the 0.05 level.

Standard Care

Again, almost all components of Standard Care were more likely to be found 
in homes without domestic violence than in homes with domestic violence 
(see Table 2). The exceptions to this rule were components that were less com-
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Table 2. Prevalence of Components of Standard Dog Care in Homes 
with and without Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact testAbsent Present
Component of standard care n % n %

S The pet receives medication 
to prevent fleas and ticks

246 78.6 112 73.2 0.200

S Receives heartworm 
prevention medication

237 76.2 97 63.8 0.006

S In the last year, the dog has 
visited the vet

216 69.2 97 62.6 0.174

S Someone plays with the pet 
every day

211 67.4 97 62.6 0.303

S Our yard is completely 
fenced in

210 67.3 81 54.0 0.007

S When the family is home, 
the dog is with them most of 
the time

191 61.8 94 60.6 0.840

The dog spends most of its 
time outside the home

173 56.4 111 72.1  0.001*

S The dog has an outside dog 
house

169 54.2 78 51.7 0.621

S The dog wears id tags 148 47.6 56 37.1 0.036
S The home/yard has been 

changed to make it safer
146 46.8 60 40.0 0.194

S The dog is spayed/neutered 144 47.1 53 34.9 0.016
S The dog’s nails are trimmed 142 45.5 49 31.6 0.005
S Someone pets/scratches the 

dog, daily
133 43.5 70 45.5 0.463

S When outside, dog is tied 132 42.3 64 41.8 >0.999
S The dog is licensed 123 40.2 38 24.9 0.001*
S Household objects are used 

as toys
 68 21.7 48 28.7 0.105

Note: “S” indicates an item in Shore et al.’s (2006) definition of standard care.
* Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.003 to be 

significant at the 0.05 level.
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mon in both groups of households and occurred in fewer than half the homes 
in each group (tying, scratching, and the provision of toys). The provision 
of 8 or more of 16 Standard Care components, however, was more common 
in homes without domestic violence (65.2%, n = 180) than with domestic 
violence (51.8%, n = 71), (Fisher exact test: p = 0.010, n = 413). Overall, 
the provision of Standard Care components was lower than the provision of 
Essential Care components.

Enriched Care

Again, almost all the elements of Enriched Care were more prevalent in homes 
without domestic violence than in homes with domestic violence (see Table 3). 
The provision of 10 or more of the 20 components of Enriched Care was 
higher in homes without domestic violence (61.1%, n = 176) than in homes 
with domestic violence (46.4%, n = 65), (Fisher exact test: p = 0.005, n = 
428). It should be noted that while many dogs were not alone for more than 
four hours a day, dogs in households without domestic violence were less likely 
to be ignored (13.1%, n = 41) than dogs in households with domestic violence 
(29.0%, n = 45), (Fisher exact test: p < 0.001, n = 468). Several elements of 
Enriched Care identified the largest percentage differences between care com-
ponents offered dogs, even when compared to Essential Care (see Table 1) and 
Standard Care (see Table 2).

Luxury Care

The provision of 8 or more of the 15 components of Luxury Care was similar 
in both classes of home (homes without domestic violence: 11.8%, n = 34; 
homes with domestic violence: 9.2%, n = 13; Fisher exact test: p = 0.511, n 
= 429). The prevalence of Luxury Care components was lower than for other 
components of care (see Table 4). In this class, there were generally few notice-
able differences in the percentages offering these components of care.

Treatment of the Dog

Dogs in homes without domestic violence were more likely than those in 
homes with domestic violence to receive treats during training (56.8%, 
n = 172, compared to 39.5%, n = 60, respectively; Fisher exact test: p < 0.001, 
n = 455). Likewise, the use of treats to reward good behavior in general was 
more common in homes without domestic violence (72.4%, n = 223) than in 
homes with domestic violence (58.2%, n = 89), (Fisher exact test: p = 0.003, 
n = 461). Negative interactions were more common in homes where domestic 
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Table 3. Prevalence of Components of Enriched Dog Care in Homes 
with and without Domestic Violence.

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact test
Absent Present

Component of enriched care n % n %

S The pet gets treats 250 80.9 108 72.0 0.041
S The is bathed regularly 239 76.8 82 54.3 <0.001*
S Usually eats premium/special 

food
236 75.9 90 59.6 <0.001*

S The dog has its own toys 219 70.9 83 55.3 0.002*
S Is walked—every day, 

sometimes times
208 66.7 87 56.5 0.041

S The dog gets scraps from the 
table

208 66.2 116 75.3 <0.001*

S Someone buys toys for the dog 201 64.4 68 45.0 <0.001*
S The pet stays at someone’s side, 

often or sometimes
192 61.9 84 54.2 0.111

The dog is groomed 187 60.1 70 45.5 0.003*
S When someone exercises, the 

dog goes along
175 56.5 77 51.3 0.319

S Looked for advice about the pet 164 52.6 60 40.0 0.013
The dog’s hair is cut 157 50.3 52 33.8 0.001*

S The dog is welcome to come and 
go, in most areas of the home

142 45.2 52 34.4 0.028

S The pet has its own bed 140 44.9 47 31.5 0.008
S The pet stays on someone’s lap 

often or sometimes
140 44.6 54 35.1 0.058

S Is alone fewer than 4 hours a day 137 44.1 81 53.9 0.059
S The dog is included in family 

events
129 41.3 50 33.6 0.125

S The pet has received training 126 40.5 47 31.1 0.052
S When planning a trip we look 

for pet friendly accommodation
103 33.1 37 24.5 0.067

S When we travel, the pet comes 
along, always or sometimes

60 19.2 24 15.6 0.373

Notes: “S” indicates an item in Shore et al.’s (2006) definition of enriched care.
* Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.003 to be 

significant at the 0.05 level.
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Table 4. Prevalence of Components of Luxury Dog Care in Homes with 
and without Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, 
Fisher 

exact test

Absent Present
Luxury component of care n % n %

S The dog receives dental care 129 41.6 44 28.4 0.006
S The dog does agility work 106 35.0 68 45.3 0.040
S The pet receives holiday gifts 99 31.8 30 19.9 0.008

The dog sleeps in household 
member’s bedroom

96 30.9 31 20.0 0.015

S The pet has clothing 83 27.0 29 19.0 0.065
S We celebrate the dog’s birthday 72 23.2 32 20.6 0.557
S Someone knows dog first aid 70 22.4 28 18.7 0.396
S Someone makes toys for the dog 57 18.3 20 12.9 0.147
S The dog is taken to events for 

dogs
54 17.4 20 12.9 0.228

S There is a dog door 44 14.2 14  9.2 0.137
S The dog has problem solving 

toys
37 11.9 20 13.0 0.765

S We have animal health insurance 33 10.6 18 11.6 0.754
S We own DVDs to entertain the 

dog
27  8.7 15  9.7 0.733

S The dog goes to day care 25  8.1 13  8.4 >0.999
S The dog is in someone’s will 24  7.8 11  7.1 0.854
S The pet has a microchip 24  7.7 18 11.6 0.174

Notes: “S” indicates an item in Shore et al.’s (2006) definition of luxury care.
* Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.003 to be 

significant at the 0.05 level.

violence was present than in homes without domestic violence (see Table 5). 
Actions that could be or become aspects of animal abuse were more com-
mon in homes with domestic violence than those without domestic violence. 
In homes without domestic violence, none of the actions of hitting, teasing, 
slapping, or fighting of dogs was reported by 46.1% (n = 140) of respondents 
compared with 25.8% (n = 39) of respondents from homes with domestic 
violence (Fisher exact test: p < 0.001, n = 455).
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Table 5. Prevalence of Treatment of the Dog in Homes with and without 
Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact test
Absent Present

Treatment of the dog n % n %

The dog is given treats when it is 
 well behaved

223 72.4 89 58.2 0.003*

The dog is hit when it does 
 something wrong

143 46.3 95 62.1 0.002*

Sometimes household members 
 annoy the dog

87 28.0 69 44.5 0.001*

The dog is slapped when it is being 
 trained

71 23.0 41 27.2 0.355

Household members sometimes 
 kick or throw hard objects at 
 the dog

50 16.0 50 32.5 <0.001*

The dog is teased in training 48 15.6 37 24.3 0.030
A household member has physically 
 injured the dog

21 6.8 21 13.6 0.024

The dog is abused 10 3.5 13  9.6 0.019

Note: * Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.006 to be 
significant at the 0.05 level.

Integration of the Dog into the Home

According to respondents, dogs appeared to be similarly integrated into both 
classes of household. Of note was that similar percentages of respondents in 
both classes of households considered the dog to be a member of the house-
hold. One exception, however, was that homes without domestic violence 
were less likely than homes with domestic violence to have relinquished dogs 
for behavioral reasons (see Table 6).

Reasons for Keeping Dogs

The reasons for keeping dogs were broadly similar in the two classes of house-
hold. Homes where domestic violence was present were more likely to keep 
dogs for protection than homes where domestic violence was absent (see 
Table 7). It should be appreciated, however, that dogs can be expected to pro-
tect while also being a companion, so the reasons for dog keeping need not 
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Table 6. Prevalence of Integration of the Dog in Homes with and 
without Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact test
Absent Present

Integration of the dog into the 
household

n % n %

The dog has a name 292 94.2 139 92.1 0.422
The dog is considered a member 
 of the household

241 77.2 109 72.2 0.250

There is a particular person who 
 looks after the dog each day

184 59.2 79 52.0 0.162

The dog is ignored much of the 
 time

58 18.6 54 35.8 <0.001*

We had to give away a previous 
 dog because it was badly 
 behaved

37 11.9 32 20.6 0.018

Note: * Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be < 0.01 to be 
significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 7. Prevalence of Reasons for Keeping the Dog in Homes 
with and without Domestic Violence

Domestic violence Probability 
level, Fisher 

exact test
Absent Present

Reasons for keeping the dog n % n %

The main reason for having this dog 
 is to be a companion to a 
 household member

185 60.3 79 51.6 0.890

The main reason for having this dog 
 is to protect the home

149 49.5 91 59.1 0.038

The dog is kept to improve the health 
 of a family member

51 16.6 19 12.3 0.271

We breed this dog in order to sell 
 the puppies

43 13.9 27 17.8 0.334

The dog participates in dog fights 21 6.7 12 7.7 0.703

Note: * Using Bonferroni’s correction, the probability level must be ≤ 0.01 to be 
significant at the 0.05 level.
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be exclusive. Few respondents kept dogs for any health benefit to a household 
member.

Respondent’s Perceptions of Dog Care

The majority of respondents from both classes of homes reported that their 
dogs were well behaved and well cared for. The percentage of respondents 
reporting that their dogs were well behaved was higher in homes without 
domestic violence (88.8%, n = 277), however, than in those with domestic 
violence (79.1%, n = 121), (Fisher exact test: p = 0.007, n = 465). The per-
ception that the dogs were well cared for was reported by 89.9% (n = 281) 
of respondents in homes without domestic violence and 81.5% (n = 123) of 
respondents in homes with domestic violence (Fisher exact test: p = 0.018, 
n = 463).

Discussion

According to Flynn (2000), violence/abuse/neglect toward companion ani-
mals can be considered domestic violence. If we accept this, then the treat-
ment of the companion animal assumes additional importance. In this study 
dogs were equally likely to be considered members of the household in homes 
with and without domestic violence. The fact that respondents in homes with 
domestic violence regarded the dog as a member of the household suggests 
that, despite the turmoil within these homes, the companion animal still main-
tained his or her place as a household member. Respondents’ acceptance of the 
companion animal as a household member suggests that in many homes dogs 
had a recognized status conceptually, if not in fact. In some cases the compan-
ion animal’s treatment suggests that they were marginal household members; 
for example, relatively more households with domestic violence than without 
domestic violence kept their dogs outside most of the time, which placed the 
dog in an uncertain position in the home: a second-class member of the house, 
or an unwelcome relation. One can conjecture that in homes with domestic 
violence, household members were preoccupied with their human relation-
ships and that the care of companion animals became secondary, and so the 
companion animals received less care compared to the companion animals in 
homes without domestic violence. This may then account for the finding that 
dogs in homes with domestic violence were more likely to receive less care 
and more likely to be victims of intentional harm than those in homes where 
domestic violence was absent.
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Although the term “abuse” in this study was reported as the perception of 
respondents, it was clearly associated with actions that could or had resulted in 
physical harm to the dog. Respondents’ perceptions of what constitutes abuse, 
although needing further investigation, did appear to be based on a range of 
undesirable acts toward companion animals.

Care

In a study such as this, the components required for “Essential,” “Standard,” 
“Enriched,” and “Luxury” care probably need to be defined for each com-
munity. While some components are probably universal or required by law, 
others may not be. For example, Shore et al. (2006) did not include shelter or 
preventing the pet from roaming on the street as components of their essential 
care list. In hot environments, shelter is an important part of care. Also, in 
communities such as The Bahamas, uncontrolled roaming of dogs is relatively 
common, even though it puts the dogs at risk of being killed by motor vehicles 
or poison (Plumridge, Fielding, & Bizell, 2007).

As far as being provided the legal components of basic care (food, water, and 
shelter), dogs in homes with domestic violence tended to be only marginally 
less well treated than in homes without domestic violence; i.e., the likelihood 
that they would receive all the legal components of care was not statistically 
different. In this respect, this study is consistent with DeViney, Dickert, & 
Lockwood (1983). If we regard the components of Essential Care as being 
required to prevent the dog from suffering neglect, then dogs in homes with 
domestic violence were more at risk of neglect than those in homes without 
domestic violence, since they were less likely to receive the majority of the 
components of Essential Care. Provision of the majority of Essential Care 
components was less common than the provision of food, water, and shelter 
(see Table 1). All the Essential Care components were less common in homes 
with domestic violence than in those without (see Table 1). The fact that the 
provision of health care was lower compared with other Essential Care com-
ponents was expected from previous studies on the Caribbean, including The 
Bahamas (Fielding et al., 2005) and Dominica (Alie et al., 2007).

There was a drop in the percentages of both classes of households that pro-
vided the components of Standard Care and Enriched Care, and even fewer 
homes offered components of Luxury Care. This pattern of responses reflected 
the findings of Shore et al. (2006). Some of the largest disparities between 
the homes with and without domestic violence occurred in components of 
Enriched Care. The one component that resulted in the largest difference 
between the two groups (22%) was that of regular bathing of the dog. Why 
this aspect of care should be the one that was most different between the two 
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classes of household requires further investigation. If bathing is an expres-
sion of empathy toward the animal, it could then be another indicator of 
prosocial behavior (Thompson & Gullone, 2008), and so one might expect it 
to be negatively associated with domestic violence. One might also speculate 
that when bathing is done professionally it would indicate a willingness by 
caregivers to spend money on the dog, which would in turn indicate that the 
dog has a standing in the home that results in the regular expenditure of the 
household income other than for providing food, water, shelter, and other 
benefits. If household members bathed the dog, this would show a willingness 
to invest time in interacting with the companion animal, which could be a 
demonstration of a bond between the caregiver and the companion animal. 
Furthermore, as bathed/groomed dogs will generally look more attractive than 
unbathed/ungroomed dogs, this could also lead to further positive interac-
tions between dogs and caregivers. One might hypothesize that uncommitted 
caregivers were unwilling to invest either time or money in bathing the dog, 
and so this component may be a proxy indicator of real interest in the com-
panion animal.

It is understandable that if households were unable to offer Essential Care 
to their companion animals, then the components of Standard Care, Enriched 
Care, and Luxury Care would be less likely to be provided to them. While 
there was a decline in the provision of more sophisticated levels of care in 
both classes of households, those with domestic violence offered fewer of 
the components of each level of care. Irrespective of the level of care offered, 
respondents felt that their dogs were generally well cared for. This suggests that 
different expectations were present within the two classes of household as to 
how dogs should be kept, and this may in turn reflect the level of care offered 
to human members of these households. It should be noted that socioeco-
nomic aspects also influence the care offered dogs in The Bahamas (Fielding 
et al., 2005). Future research to investigate how these aspects interact with 
domestic violence would prove instructive in giving a more complete picture 
of the care offered dogs in homes with and without domestic violence.

Interactions

Apart from the use of violence to train dogs, which is a common feature of 
dog treatment in New Providence (Fielding, 2007), there were differences 
in the way households with and without domestic violence interacted with 
their dogs. Dogs were consistently at higher risk of being less well treated in 
homes with domestic violence, compared to those without domestic violence. 
These results suggest that the treatment of the dogs in homes was in agree-
ment with the idea that the intentional harm to dogs can be the culmination 
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of abusive behaviors, such as teasing a dog during training, hitting dogs with 
hard objects, and physically injuring dogs. As indicated by Carlisle-Frank, 
Frank, and Nielsen (2004), harm inflicted on companion animals may result 
from “frustration/family problems” (p. 36), which may of course result from 
domestic violence; consequently it is understandable that these behaviors were 
seen more often in homes with domestic violence. Our results are consistent 
with those of Henry (2006), who found that aspects of the home environment 
are linked with a person being a pet abuser. Consequently, it could appear 
that a dog’s care and treatment depends upon the level of empathy extended 
toward him or her by all family members. These data continue to suggest that 
when a dog presents at a clinic exhibiting neglect or injuries that may have 
been inflicted by a caregiver, the veterinarian should report the harm to the 
authorities as has been discussed by, among others, Rollin (2008).

Many of the studies mentioned in the Introduction have highlighted the 
differences in companion animal care practices, in particular, with reference to 
dogs. For example, in some communities, having a dog sleep in a bedroom may 
not be considered a component of Luxury Care but rather something closer to 
Shore’s Enriched or even Standard care. Furthermore, there may be differences 
in the ways dogs are kept by subgroups within a particular community—for 
example, a Hispanic community in Texas as compared with the larger popula-
tion of the United States (Poss & Bader, 2007). These differences, combined 
with the cultural aspects of what may constitute “cruelty,” require studies at a 
community level to determine what actions constitute acceptable companion 
animal care and what actions may be a cause for concern. Consequently, there 
will be a need to repeat this type of study in different communities to see 
whether the link between care and domestic violence is an artifact of the way 
dogs are kept in The Bahamas or whether there is a community-neutral link 
between the two. If animal companion care is indeed linked to undesirable 
behaviors, people may need to become more sensitive to the importance of 
general companion animal care, as deficiencies may be symptomatic of a lack 
of empathy, which may have undesirable consequences for all members of the 
household.

Limitations of the Study

The respondent group was limited to college students, and so the results may 
not necessarily reflect what occurs in the wider community of New Provi-
dence. Students were selected in a convenience sample, and participation was 
voluntary. Both these elements may have introduced biases into the results as 
they relate to the wider student population. Many of the care aspects reported 
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here, however, yielded results that were broadly similar to those found in 
an earlier study that targeted the wider dog caregiving population of New 
Providence (Fielding, 2007). The provision of care and actions within the 
household were self-reported. Direct observation could be used to advantage 
to ensure consistency of reporting for each household. Future research needs 
to examine local perceptions of what constitutes “abuse” and “cruelty” and 
indeed “violence” in The Bahamian context to allow better comparison with 
the definitions of these words in the wider literature.
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