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Project/study title: Pandemic Puppies: Exploring motivations and behaviours of UK 
owners acquiring puppies during the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown 

Principal applicant(s) Dr Rowena Packer 

Institution: Royal Veterinary College 

Grant awarded (date): Awarded: 30 July 2020; Started: 19 October 2020  

Report date: 16 April 2021 

 
 

Please provide a lay summary of the project.  

1. Project aim: To explore the impacts of the COVID-19 lockdown upon puppy-buying in the UK. 
 
2. Project importance: Media reports during the COVID-19 Pandemic indicated unusually high 
numbers of the public had sought or purchased a puppy. This suspected ‘Pandemic Puppy’ 
phenomenon raised concerns for canine welfare, including unscrupulous breeders ‘cashing in’ on 
demand, impulse buying, and a lack of socialisation/habituation opportunities for newly acquired 
puppies. Differences in puppy-buying behaviour and motivations between pre-Pandemic and 
Pandemic times were unknown, hampering evidence-based efforts to support this vulnerable 
population and their owners. 
 
3. Methods: An online survey was designed to explore the behaviour and motivations surrounding 
the acquisition of ‘Pandemic Puppies’. This included questions exploring pre to post purchase 
motivators, behaviours, intentions, and COVID influences upon 2020 puppy buyers. The survey, open 
from 10th November-31st December 2020, was distributed via social media, the veterinary, canine, and 
general press, and key stakeholders. UK-based owners were eligible to participate if they purchased 
a puppy of any breed/crossbreed aged <16 weeks from a private seller (i.e. did not breed or obtain 
from a formal rescue organisation) during 2019 or 2020. Responses were compared between owners 
who acquired their puppy between 23rd March-31st December 2019 (“2019 Puppies”, representing 
‘normal’ UK puppy-buying) and 23rd March-31st December 2020 (“Pandemic Puppies”). 
 
4. Results: Valid data were collected for 5517 puppies (1148 ‘2019 Puppies’ and 4369 ‘Pandemic 
Puppies’). A number of key differences which threaten may canine welfare were identified between 
2019 and Pandemic Puppy owners throughout the puppy purchasing process.  
 
Pandemic Puppies: 
- Had owners with less prior ownership or professional experience with dogs  
- Were more likely to live in households with children, particularly of primary school age. 
- Were more likely to be sourced from a breeder via an animal-selling website, with owners being 

more likely to put down a deposit before seeing their puppy, less likely to visit their puppy in person 
prior to bringing them home, and less likely to ask breeders to see parental health test results. 

- Were more likely to be sold with a pet passport, cost significantly more, were less likely to be seen 
inside the breeder’s property on the day of purchase, or with their mother or littermates. 

- Were less likely to have attended in-person puppy classes or had visitors to their home under the 
age of 16 weeks. 

 
Two fifths of Pandemic Puppy owners felt the Pandemic influenced their decision to purchase a puppy, 
most commonly due to “having more time to care for a dog” (87%). 

 
5. Implications: Relaxation of COVID-restrictions may increase relinquishment in households that 
return to workplaces and have less time to care for their dog, particularly where problem behaviours 
develop. Reduced adherence to recommended puppy-buying practices (potentially exacerbated by 
COVID restrictions) increases the likelihood that Pandemic Puppies came from poor-welfare sources. 
This may predispose them to future welfare problems, including inherited disorders. Reduced 
opportunities for socialisation/habituation during a critical period for behavioural development may 
also predispose them to behavioural problems. These data enable an evidence-based approach to 
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supporting this vulnerable population of puppies, their owners and the professionals and rescue 
organisations who may be involved in their care in the future. 
 
6. Next steps: 

1. Two manuscripts based on these results will be submitted to open-access journals in May-
June 2021. 

2. Grants for two follow-up studies have been submitted to increase the value of this project: 
 UFAW Student Scholarship: “Characterising the acquisition of designer crossbreed puppies 

in the UK” – using the Pandemic Puppy dataset to compare acquisition practices between 
“designer crosses” and pedigree dogs in 19-20 (£2400, submitted February 21). 

 Battersea Research Programme Grant: “A longitudinal investigation of the behaviour, welfare 
and relinquishment-risk of ‘Pandemic Puppies’ purchased during the COVID-19 Pandemic” 
following the cohort of 2020 puppies from the cross-sectional study over the first 2 years of 
their lives (£40,000, submitted April 21). 

Detailed progress against original objectives  

Original objectives 

(i) To describe pre-, during and post-purchase motivations and behaviour of owners of puppies 
purchased during March-June 2020 in the UK; 

(ii) To compare (i) with owners of puppies of the same breeds purchased during March-June 2019. 

Survey design and dissemination 

An online cross-sectional survey was designed to explore the behaviour and motivations surrounding 
the acquisition of Pandemic Puppies, and details of their early lives. The survey comprised five 
sections, outlined in Table 1. The survey used a mixed-methods design to include both closed answer 
questions (for quantitative analyses presented here) and open free-text questions (for future qualitative 
analyses). For fixed-answer questions, “other” boxes were provided, responses from which were 
analysed using content analysis to create new response categories, or back-code responses where 
an existing response category was suitable. To promote retention of owners once they had started 
the survey, participants were given the option to complete a core questionnaire +/- an extended set 
of questions for each section. UK dog owners aged >18 years old were eligible to participate if they 
brought a puppy of any breed or crossbreed home aged <16 weeks during 2019 or 2020, purchased 
from a private seller (i.e. did not breed them or obtain them from a formal rescue organization). The 
survey was hosted on SurveyMonkeyTM and was open from 10th November-31st December 2020. The 
survey was distributed by snowball sampling via a wide range of sources, including social media, the 
veterinary, canine, and general press (including radio interviews and printed articles), and through key 
stakeholders (e.g. insurance bodies, canine registration organisations, animal welfare charities and 
puppy-selling websites). 

Table 1. Domains explored in the survey and examples of associated questions. 

Domain Question content 

Pre-purchase 
motivations 
and 
behaviour 

Core: Reasons for acquiring a dog, sources of information for research on 
acquiring a dog (if any), characteristics considered in deciding which 
breed/crossbreed to acquire, sources used to locate a breeder, reasons for 
selecting a particular breeder. 
Extended: In multi-person households who led the decision to acquire a dog, 
how long after deciding to acquire a puppy did they bring it home, did owners 
join a waiting list. Awareness and use of The Puppy Contract. 

Purchasing 
behaviour 

Core: Did owners obtain their first-choice breed/crossbreed, date puppy brought 
home, purchase price of puppy, where did they collect their puppy, did they see 
their puppy before the acquisition date (in person/virtually), did they see the 
puppy with its littermates/mother or other dogs, their perceptions of the location 
they acquired their puppy from, what documentation/resources the breeder 
provided for the puppy at acquisition. 
Extended: Did they feel pressured by the breeder, did they pay a deposit (and 
when), did the breeder have multiple litters available, request to see health tests 
from puppies’ parents (DNA and/or screening tests). 
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Post-
purchase 
attitudes, 
behaviour 
and intentions 

Core: Has the breeder stayed in touch, puppy/dog insurance, registration with a 
veterinary surgeon, vaccinating, neutering, attending training classes, efforts to 
prevent separation related behaviours, consideration of rehoming, access to 
outside space, is puppy/dog currently left alone, will the puppy/dog be left alone 
in the future, estimated cost per annum to maintain their dog. 
Extended: Full list of puppy socialisation experiences, ill health within the first few 
weeks at home, current health issues, current behavioural issues. 

COVID-19 
(Core 
Questions) 

2020 only: Did COVID-19 influence purchasing a puppy and why, did owners 
foresee the pandemic causing additional challenges to owning a puppy 
2019 and 2020: Were owners lifestyles’ affected by the pandemic (furlough, 
working from home, lost job, home schooling, key worker). 

Dog 
demographics 

Core: Breed/crossbreed, registration status, age, sex. 

Respondent 
demographics 

Core: Gender, age, postcode, previous experience of dog ownership, animal-
related employment, number of adults in the household, number and age of any 
children in the household, number of other dogs in the household. 

Statistical analyses: To achieve Objective 2, categorical variables were compared between the 
2019/2020 sub-populations using univariable Pearson Chi-squared tests.  

Headline results for each section are detailed below: 

I. Household demographics and lifestyle:  
 Owners: Pandemic Puppy owners more likely to live in a household with children (2019: 26.8% 

vs 2020: 33.2%; X2=15.64, df=3, p<0.001), and if they had children in the household they were more 
likely to be aged 5-10 years old (2019: 37.8% vs 2020: 50.3%; X2=14.69, p<0.001) and less likely to 
be 16-18 years old (2019: 35.4% vs 2020: 24.8%; X2=13.69, p<0.001). Pandemic puppy owners were 
less likely to have owned a dog before (2019: 66.7% vs 2020: 59.7%, X2=16.90, df=2, p<0.001) or work 
in the animal care sector (2019: 17.9% vs 2020: 10.0%, X2=49.02, df=2, p<0.001). 

 Dogs: Pandemic Puppies were less likely to be Kennel Club registered (2019: 58.2%, 2020: 
46.2%; X2=54.1, p<0.001), and more likely to be designer crossbreeds (2019: 20.0%, 2020: 27.5%; 
X2=26.01, p<0.001).  

II. Pre-purchase motivations: Pandemic Puppy owners were more likely to want a dog for 
companionship for their children (2019: 19.1 vs 2020: 24.0%; X2=12.51, p<0.001), to encourage the 
household to walk/exercise (2019: 47.6% vs. 53.6%; X2=12.91, p<0.001) and to improve household 
mental health (2019: 38.1% vs 46.9%, X2=28.52, p<0.001). Pandemic Puppy owners were more likely 
to desire a breed that was good with children (38.7% vs. 47.9%; X2=29.84, p<0.001), whose size suited 
their lifestyle (2019: 59.1% vs 2020: 64.9%; X2=13.00, p<0.001), was hypoallergenic (2020: 15.2% vs. 
2020: 18.0%; X2=4.64, p=0.031) and easy to train (2019: 34.7% vs 2020: 43.3%, X2=27.11, p<0.001). 
However, Pandemic Puppy owners were less likely to buy their first choice of breed (2019: 91.6% 
vs 2020: 86.6%; X2=42.09, p<0.001). 

III. Pre-purchase behaviour: Pandemic Puppy owners were more likely to find their breeder via an 
animal selling website (e.g. Pets4Homes) (2019: 34.5% vs 2020: 45.0%; X2=32.64, p<0.001) and put 
down a deposit before seeing their puppy (2019: 8.9% vs 2020: 17.2%; X2=81.87, p<0.001). Pandemic 
Puppy owners were less likely to visit their breeder’s property in person before the day they 
brought them home (2019: 80.6% vs 2020: 59.6%, X2=164.63, p<0.001), and less likely to ask to see 
the results of health tests for their puppies’ parents (2019: 58.1% vs 2020: 46.4%; X2=42.19, p<0.001). 

IV. Purchasing behaviour: Pandemic Puppies cost significantly more than 2019 puppies (29.4% 
>£2000 compared to 1.8% in 2019; X2=636.8, p<0.001), were more likely be sold with a pet passport 
(2019: 4.1% vs 2020: 7.1%; X2=39.91, p<0.001) but were less likely to be seen inside their breeder’s 
property on the day of purchase (2019: 84.7% vs 2020: 51.0%; X2= 407.7, p<0.001), and to be seen 
with their mother (2019: 85.7% vs 2020: 75.1%; X2=54.74, p<0.001), or littermates (2019: 84.9% vs 
2020: 72.1%; X2=74.21, p<0.001).  

V. Post-purchase attitudes, behaviour and intentions: Pandemic Puppies were less likely to have 
attended in-person puppy classes (2019: 67.9% vs 2020: 28.9%; X2= 745.07, p<0.001), had visitors to 
their home (2019: 94.5% vs 2020: 81.8%; X2=103.05, p<0.001) under the age of 16 weeks. 
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VI. COVID influences: Of those households that purchased puppies during the Pandemic, 11.0% 
had not considered buying a puppy before the Pandemic, and 41.5% felt their decision to 
purchase a puppy had been influenced by the Pandemic, the most common reason being 
having “more time to care for a dog” (86.7%). 

 
Several areas of the puppy-buying process remained unchanged by the Pandemic; for example, 
buyers feeling pressured to commit to buying their puppy was rare in both sub-populations (2019: 1.5% 
vs 2020: 2.3%; X2=5.16, p=0.161), and owners joining a waiting list for their puppy remained a common 
practice (2019: 26.8% vs 2020: 28.2%; X2=0.76, p=0.683). Some areas of owner knowledge did not differ 
between each sub-population, for example, estimated costs of caring for a dog (per year) (X2=2.15, 

p=0.829), and indeed, some areas of the pre-purchase process appeared improved in the Pandemic 
Puppy cohort. Pandemic Puppy owners were more likely to conduct pre-purchase research than 2019 
owners (2019: 46.7% vs 2020: 58.1%; X2=49.76, p>0.001); however, this difference was explained by a 
corresponding decrease in owners who considered themselves to be experienced dog owners who 
did not feel they needed to perform this research (2019: 50.3% vs 2020: 38.9%), with 3.0% of owners 
in both years admitting to conducting no pre-purchase research. There was a small but significant 
increase in the time it took Pandemic Puppy owners to bring a puppy home after deciding to look for 
a puppy, which for both years was most commonly between 1-6 months (2019: 47.8% vs 2020: 50.5%; 
X2=36.28, p<0.001); however, this may have been influenced by the availability of puppies in 2020. 
 
The Puppy Contract:  Two fifths (40.2%) of Pandemic Puppy owners had heard of The Puppy Contract 
before purchasing their puppy, with awareness levels not differing from 2019 puppy owners (2019: 
41.5%, X2=0.53, p=0.466). Of those owners who were aware of The Puppy Contract (n=1858), around two 
thirds used the contract during their purchase, with levels of use the same across 2019 puppy buyers 
and Pandemic Puppy buyers (2019: 63.0% vs 2020: 62.8%; X2=0.01, p=0.952). Of those owners that did not 
use the contract in either year, the most common reasons were: (1) not feeling it was needed for the 
sale of their puppy due to being confident in their own decision (2019: 21.9%, 2020: 28.2%); (2) the 
breeder did not offer to use The Puppy Contract (but was not asked) (2019: 20.5%, 2020: 22.4%); and 
(3) using an alternative written contract with their breeder (2019: 15.9%, 2020: 12.4%).   
 

Were there any challenges or barriers/modifications to the project?  

Initial sample size analyses calculated the minimum sample size requirement as n=114 puppies per 
year (2019, 2020) and therefore we planned to obtain a minimum of 228 responses in the overall 
dataset. We envisaged that only obstacle to completing the study would be insufficient recruitment of 
dogs, particularly for 2019, whose owners may not have realised they were eligible to complete a 
survey on “Pandemic Puppies”. The survey far surpassed this goal and ended up attracting 7542 
responses in total (including some dogs acquired in 1st Jan-22nd March 2019 and 1st Jan-22nd March 
2020 not included in analyses presented here). This large sample may be in part due to modification 
of the inclusion criteria after initial funding; instead of only recruiting puppies from the 2019 top 15 
Kennel Club registered breeds and designer crosses of these purebreds, we changed our criteria to 
include ANY breed/crossbreed. This was to avoid any biases introduced by only studying ‘popular’ 
breeds (who may be purchased in a different way to less popular breeds) and reducing the 
generalisability of our results to the wider UK dog population. We additionally received generous 
support in disseminating the study from across the sector which boosted sample size.  

A challenge introduced by this vast dataset was that cleaning and coding data for analysis took longer 
than initially planned, which was particularly labour-intensive for coding “other” responses to fixed-
answer questions, of which 8152 free-text responses were received and coded within the study 
period. Several purely free-text responses (including “What were your/your households first 
impressions of the environment your puppy was kept in?” and “In hindsight would you change 
anything about the way in which you acquired your puppy/dog (including your choice of breed and 
the source you purchased your puppy/dog from)?”) are yet to be thematically analysed, but data are 
available to do this in the near future with collaborator Dr Zoe Belshaw. 

 

Have the results been published.  If yes, please state where and when and provide links.  

Two manuscripts from this grant are pending submission in May 2020 (1) and June 2021 (2): 

Packer RMA; Brand, CL; Belshaw, Z; Pegram, C; O’Neill DG (In prep) Pandemic Puppies: 
Characterising the influence of the COVID-19 Pandemic on UK puppy-buying. PLOS ONE. 

Brand, CL; O’Neill DG; Belshaw Z; Pegram C; Packer RMA (In prep) Pandemic Puppies: Early life 
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experiences of puppies acquired during the COVID-19 Pandemic in the UK. Veterinary Record. 

 

Provide details of knowledge transfer activities to date and any future plans/actions (including 
planned publications) 

Presentations: 

The preliminary results of the study were presented at: 
 Webinar Vet Congress 2021 (Online, 27th February 21). Ethics and welfare stream. “Pandemic 

Puppies”.  

 All-Party Parliamentary Dog Advisory Welfare Group (APDAWG) meeting in January 2021, 
“Pandemic Puppy Buying - What Have We Learnt?” - talk to discuss this research to an audience 
of 500 participants, hosted by Dr Lisa Cameron MP: https://apdawg.co.uk/jan-2021-online-event 

 

Media coverage: 

 In December 2020, the PI was a guest on BBC Radio London’s ‘Barking Hour’ discussing the 
pandemic puppy phenomenon 

 In March 2021, the PI was a guest on BBC 5 Live with Nicky Campbell discussing the 
pandemic puppy phenomenon, dog breeding and dog theft 

 Veterinary Record covered our preliminary results in the following articles: 
 Waters, A. (2021), Pandemic puppy phenomenon is a reality. Veterinary Record, 188: 

164-164. https://doi.org/10.1002/vetr.252 
 Waters, A. (2021), A very different year for puppy purchases. Veterinary Record, 188: 

163-163. https://doi.org/10.1002/vetr.251 
 

Owner communications: 

 We have updated study owners with a newsletter on our project webpage and will continue 
to do this as we reach future milestones including publication of results 
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/Media/Default/VetCompass/PP%20Newsletter%201%20FINAL.pdf 

Future plans: 

 May 2021: Submission of 1st manuscript exploring quantitative data on pre-purchase and 
purchasing behaviours and motivations: 
June 2021: Submission of 2nd manuscript exploring the influence of the Pandemic on early-
life experiences in puppies 

 June-September 2020: Preparation and submission of manuscript including qualitative 
results. 

 July 2021 (6-9th, Online) Presentation of results at Canine Science Forum (2021): “Pandemic 
Puppies – Changes in puppy-buyer motivations and behaviour during the COVID-19 
Pandemic” – awaiting results of peer-review as to whether this will be an oral presentation or 
poster presentation. 

 September 2021 (15th): BVA Welfare Forum - Presentation of full results. 
 

Provide details of any original peer-reviewed research papers, book chapters and 
books/monographs that have resulted directly from your work supported by this grant.  

None as yet. 

Have any other funding bodies been involved in supporting the development of the work 
supported by this grant? 

None. 

 

Has any intellectual property activity resulted directly from the research funded through this 

grant to date?  

None. 

 

Briefly tell us about the staff who received a salary or stipend from this grant (including yourself) 

https://apdawg.co.uk/jan-2021-online-event
https://doi.org/10.1002/vetr.252
https://doi.org/10.1002/vetr.251
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/Media/Default/VetCompass/PP%20Newsletter%201%20FINAL.pdf
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Dr. Claire Louise Brand, Research Technician in Canine Welfare Science (0.5 FTE). 

 

How has the grant contributed to the professional development of the staff named above 
(including yourself)?  

As a direct result of this study Dr. Claire Brand has developed a number of new transferable skills in 
companion animal welfare science, including the following: 

• Qualitative analysis. Dr. Brand has learnt about qualitative analysis under the mentorship of the 
study team, particularly external collaborator Dr Zoe Belshaw, including developing an inductive 
coding framework to analyse free-text from an online survey. 

• Quantitative analysis. Dr. Brand has had the opportunity to develop her skills in management of 
large datasets in Excel and SPSS along with understanding the process of cleaning data and 
preparing them for statistical analysis. 

• Scientific communication skills. Dr. Brand has been involved in preparing the first study 
manuscript for scientific publication, presentations for scientists in the canine welfare field and 
writing newsletters for laypersons regarding the project. 
 

The grant has offered many valuable opportunities for the PI to present at key sector events and 
communicate with a range of key stakeholders interested in this research (including Agria, the PFMA, 
and Battersea), as well as offering unique opportunities for further funding applications to extend and 
deepen the work already conducted. 

 
 

Have you, or any of the staff included above, received any prizes, awards or commendations as a 
direct result of the research supported by this grant to date?  If yes please give details, including 
the name of the recipient. 

None to date. 

If any clinical trials have been supported by the funding of this grant, please enter the title of the 
trial and briefly describe any key developments or outcomes.  

N/A. 

Use the space below for any other relevant information you wish to report on. 

We would like to acknowledge the following organisations and individuals for their support and 
assistance with disseminating the survey, and contributing to its success: British Veterinary 
Association (BVA), Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), The People’s 
Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA), The Blue Cross, Battersea Dogs and Cats Home, Agria Pet 
Insurance, Marc Abraham, the All-Parliamentary Dog Advisory Welfare Group (APDAWG), Pets at 
Home, Vets4Pets, Viovet, the Animal Behaviour and Training Council (ABTC), the International 
Partnership for Dogs (IPFD), the Brachycephalic Working Group (BWG), Cariad Hound, Pets4Homes, 
Kennel Club Breed Health Coordinators, Kennel Club Breed Health Coordinators Mentors Group, 
and the Doodle Trust. 
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