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Introduction to Section 1

Section 1 of the One Welfare framework covers all aspects of the links between 
people and animal interactions where these may result in abuse, neglect or 
violence. It supports reduction of incidence of crime and violence, in particular 
domestic violence and maltreatment of vulnerable populations such as elderly 
people, children and animals, and increases awareness of these issues.

Understanding the links between animal abuse, interpersonal violence 
(IPV) and neglect can help to identify and therefore possibly prevent abuse 
or neglect by recognizing low, medium or high risk conditions in various 
socio-economic environments. Raising awareness that animal abuse and 
neglect has an influence that goes beyond just the impact on the animal 
is crucial. Animals presented for non-accidental injury may be indicators 
of human abuse in a household animal. This can help prevent individual, 
family and community violence, and may allow early intervention to avert 
further interpersonal violence.

There is a fundamental difference between neglect (often committed through 
ignorance) and abuse (deliberate harm of animals to control or coerce another 
person, or to inflict direct pain on the animal). Abuse towards the vulnerable 
(human or animal) takes many different forms and generally may be classed as 
psychological (including controlling or coercive behaviour), physical or sexual 
assault, or stalking.

Animal abuse offences affect not only the individual animal and im-
mediate family, but can also serve as indicators of deeper social problems  
at an individual, community or country level. Cultural traditions that inflict 
pain on, or cause suffering or distress to, animals may also have an indirect 
impact on people within that population, because these traditions poten-
tially desensitize the community to maltreatment or violence.

Education at all levels of age or experience is a key factor in altering 
attitudes to animals and vulnerable individuals. If children and adults are 
taught how to care for animals and, by extension, how to treat them kindly, 
they acquire social skills including empathy, accountability, responsibility 
and respect for others. This investment in animal care education may help 
to reduce both animal abuse and human violence.

Violence, abuse and neglect affecting the vulnerable take many different 
forms and may be psychological, physical, sexual, social or economic in 
nature.

Animal abuse does not necessarily mean there is also concurrent human 
abuse; however, there are compelling studies confirming the connection 
between animal abuse and neglect, and human abuse and neglect, which 
include:

• animal abuse as a precursor to, or co-occurring with, other crimes 
against persons and society;

• animal abuse as an indicator of violence or neglect against vulnerable 
people within the same household (e.g. when there is animal cruelty or 
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neglect in a home, there is a likelihood that vulnerable people within the 
same household, such as children, partners or elderly family members, 
are being harmed too);

• animal abuse as a mechanism of power and control to harm, intimi-
date or retaliate against other humans, particularly in cases of IPV, child 
sexual abuse and elder abuse;

• animal abuse perpetrated by a child may be an indicator that the child 
has suffered serious neglect or abuse, conduct disorder, oppositional 
defiant disorder or callousness (psychopathic traits) and may lead to 
an increased likelihood of other violent behaviours in childhood and 
adulthood;

• abuse of animals may increase the risk of pet aggression towards adults 
and children in the same household.

Animal abuse is widely recognized as linking with other types of crime.

‘If somebody is harming an animal, there is a good chance they also are hurting 
a human’ (National Sheriffs’ Association, 2018).

1.1 The Connections between Animal and Human Abuse and 
Neglect in Practice

Awareness of the link between animal abuse and IPV – as well as with neglect – is 
increasing globally, and the number of multidisciplinary groups developing pro-
jects to intervene in the cycle of violence and neglect cases continues to grow. This 
section cannot provide a fully comprehensive summary of worldwide initiatives 
and tools, but it includes basic tools and case studies that are presented to help 
readers develop collaborative multiagency networks, and to put programmes in 
place to help human and veterinary healthcare professionals.

Developing One Welfare networks requires the engagement of many 
stakeholders, including:

• Veterinarians and doctors.
• Animal welfare professionals.
• Animal protection agencies.
• Specialist forensic pathology services.
• Police forces and other relevant law enforcement authorities.
• Local social services representatives (e.g. refuge services, child abuse 

prevention, adult protective services and social workers).
• Human healthcare and social care professionals (e.g. health visitors, 

physicians, behavioural health service workers, community nurses and 
nursery nurses).

• Legal professionals (e.g. prosecutors, judges, and probation and parole 
officers).

• Academics in diverse fields (e.g. criminology, psychology, sociology).
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Interventions underpinning this section should provide guidance and 
supporting documentation for the different professional sectors, containing, 
as a minimum:

1 Contact details for crisis and advice helplines for:
• Interpersonal violence.
• Child protection.
• Animal protection.
• Companion animal fostering.
• Adult protection.
• Emergency housing services.

2 Information, including:
• How to recognize abuse and neglect in animals and humans.
• The role of human and veterinary professionals in recognizing and 

responding to abuse, neglect or violence cases.
• Understanding the links from a multidisciplinary, multispecies One 

Welfare perspective.
• Enhanced legislation that protects animals and humans.

3  Development of professional codes of practice, legislation and interagency 
memoranda of understanding for cross-reporting and referrals of cases 
where multiple manifestations of abuse occur.

Internationally, there is an attitudinal change to inter-personal vio-
lence in all its forms. Particularly relevant in the context of this section 
is increasing intolerance towards violence against women, which is still 
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Case Study 1 – VioPet (by Nuria Querol Viñas) 

VioPet is a programme coordinated by ‘Observatorio de Violencia Hacia los 
Animales’ to raise awareness on the link between animal abuse and family vio-
lence and IPV, as well as to help develop foster care programmes for animals of 
victims who must enter a shelter.

VioPet is part of the ‘Sheltering Animals and Families Together’ (SAF-T) pro-
gramme (Allie Phillips, 2011) of the USA. SAF-T is the first programme that guides 
shelters for victims of violence to house families along with their pets, helping 
victims to leave their violent homes without leaving their animals behind. This 
ensures that domestic violence victims who have companion animals do not have 
to choose between their safety or their companion animal.

VioPet has already been officially supported by four municipalities in Spain, 
and is also endorsed by several police departments in that country, who may use 
animal abuse as a red flag for IPV; investigate animal abuse as well as other types 
of violence; ask the victim if they need special assistance with their companion 
animal during their stay at a shelter or coordinate with foster homes or humane 
societies the housing of companion animals.

A pioneer project by ‘Ambulorca’ (Ambulorca, 2015) that coordinates ambu-
lances for victims of traffic accidents has also endorsed the programme, encour-
aging for similar arrangements to be made when traffic accidents involve both 
people and animals. Ambulorca also provides free transportation and foster homes 
for companion animals of victims of domestic violence.

Case Study 2 – The Links Group (by Freda Scott-Park, The Links Group, UK)

The Links Group is a multiagency group that promotes the welfare and safety of 
vulnerable children, animals and adults so that they are free from violence and 
abuse. The main role of the Group is to establish liaisons with other agencies 
working in the same field with the aim to help all members – humans and animals –  
of families affected by domestic abuse.

In Great Britain the Links Group offers practical support and advice to vets 
and human health professionals, through guidance for the veterinary profession 
in collaboration with the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, the British 
Veterinary Association and the Animal Welfare Foundation. Education is avail-
able for members of the veterinary team through the Links Veterinary Training 
Initiative and by visits to veterinary schools to train undergraduates. An online 
course in basic animal welfare has been produced to aid human healthcare pro-
fessionals unfamiliar with animals, who are entering violent households, to 
evaluate the well-being of the pet.

prevalent in many cultures and countries. Some countries have estab-
lished ‘zero tolerance’ policies; for example, Zero Tolerance, the charity 
established in Scotland to work to prevent violence against women 
(http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/). The definition of zero tolerance is ‘the  
act of punishing all criminal or unacceptable behaviour severely, even if it is 
not very serious’ (Cambridge Dictionary: www.dictionary.cambridge.org). 

http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/
www.dictionary.cambridge.org
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Case Study 3 – The National Link Coalition (by Phil Arkow, National Link 
Coalition, USA) 

The National Link Coalition was formed in 2008 as an independent collaboration 
among law enforcement, prosecution, child abuse, domestic violence, animal 
welfare, elder abuse, and veterinary and human healthcare organizations. Its mis-
sion is to promote and disseminate research, public policy, programming and 
public awareness of how animal abuse is linked with other forms of family and 
community violence. Based in the USA, it has a global outreach of over 3500 
participants in 55 nations.

The National Link Coalition believes that multidisciplinary approaches lead to 
more effective prevention, protection and prosecution of family and community 
violence. The Coalition’s activities include:

• Management of the National Resource Center on The Link Between Animal 
Abuse and Human Violence (www.nationallinkcoalition.org), which includes 
the publication of a free monthly newsletter, The LINK-Letter, disseminated at 
global level.

• Initiating and sustaining local and regional community anti-violence coalitions in 
the USA and 13 other nations, providing a toolkit to help stimulate such task forces.

• Monitoring legislation, including domestic violence protection.
• Protection from abuse orders that include animals; cross-reporting protocols 

among child abuse, elder abuse and animal cruelty enforcement agencies; 
animal sexual abuse and hoarding issues; psychological evaluations of animal 
cruelty offenders; and animal abuse linked with other crimes.

• Maintaining an online bibliography of over 1200 academic citations re-
searching the intersections of child maltreatment, animal abuse, domestic vio-
lence, elder abuse, bullying, animal hoarding and animal sexual abuse.

• Conducting multidisciplinary training for professionals. Between 2014 and 
2016 the team presented at 320 conferences and 36 webinars in the USA and 
overseas.

• Publishing materials to aid professionals in the prevention, recognition and re-
sponse to all forms of family violence.

• Assisting domestic violence organizations to initiate pet support services that 
enable the entire family to leave abusive situations.

• Maintaining the first national directory of over 6000 community agencies in the 
USA that investigate allegations of animal, child, elder and domestic abuse.

The National Link Coalition works on the principle that the prevention of family 
and community violence can best be achieved through species-spanning partner-
ships. Through the recognition and integration of this understanding into policies 
and practices, humans and animals will be measurably safer.

Under the One Welfare umbrella, and to capitalize on the global enthu-
siasm for breaking the cycle of domestic violence, the development of inter-
nationally agreed welfare metrics for both animals and humans would be 
invaluable. The value of the animal as a sentinel of wider abuse within 
the household should continue to be highlighted in all communications 
involving domestic abuse.

www.nationallinkcoalition.org
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Medical doctors should be made aware that the human–animal bond 
(HAB) may provide a useful opportunity to improve the patient–doctor 
communication axis, leading to better assessments of health, social context 
and environmental history (Hodgson et al., 2017).
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