
 
 
 

 

Dear Dulebohn Family and the Families of Dulebohn Service Dogs, 

This guide was written on June 9, 2026, and is based on a combination of independent research, Consumer 
Reports survey data from 3,583 pet insurance policyholders, and our own personal experience as a service 
dog handler family. 

We hope it helps ease one of the many decisions that come with welcoming a service dog into your life. It is 
offered in the spirit of one family helping another navigate a choice that can feel overwhelming. Please use it 
as a starting point — not a final answer. Insurance products, ownership structures, pricing, and coverage 
terms change. Always verify current policy details directly with any carrier before enrolling. 

Regarding our recommendation of Healthy Paws: we are enrolling our service dog Viktor with Healthy Paws 
based on our family's specific needs, including our experience with our nearly 12-year-old service dog Bilbo, 
who has been insured with Healthy Paws since November 2018. That long-term experience has shaped our 
confidence in their claims process. 

That said, we encourage you to understand the company's history before making your own decision. Healthy 
Paws was founded in 2009 as a US-based company. Chubb served as its exclusive underwriter beginning in 
2013, and in April 2024, Chubb formally acquired Healthy Paws from Aon plc for $300 million. As with any 
acquisition, it is reasonable to monitor whether service quality, claims handling, and premium practices 
remain consistent under new ownership. Our personal experience predates the acquisition, and we cannot 
speak to long-term post-acquisition performance. 

Every service dog family's situation is different. Your dog's breed, age, health history, and the nature of their 
work will all affect which carrier and plan structure is the best fit for you. Read carefully, ask questions, and 
make the choice that is right for your dog and your family. 

We are grateful to the Dulebohn family for the extraordinary work they do in training and placing service 
dogs, and for entrusting us to share this resource with your handler families. We wish each of you and your 
service dogs many healthy, productive years together. 

Warmly, 

Nancy P. Hemenway 

 
 
Executive Director, INCIID 
inciid.org 
June 9, 2026 
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Pet Insurance for Service Dogs 

A Practical Guide for Handlers and Families 
Based on independent research, Consumer Reports survey data (3,583 policyholders), 

BBB complaints, real customer reviews, and direct handler experience  |  June 2026 
Prepared by Nancy Hemenway (nancy@inciid.org ) 

1. Why This Guide Exists 
Service dogs are not pets. They are trained medical partners whose health directly affects the 
daily safety and functioning of their handlers. When a service dog needs emergency surgery, 
the handler cannot wait weeks for insurance reimbursement or fight a denial letter while their 
medical support is unavailable. 
 
This guide is the result of a full day of independent research — cross-referencing Consumer 
Reports survey data from 3,583 actual policyholders, Better Business Bureau complaints, 
Consumer Affairs verified reviews, Reddit community experience, and direct handler experience 
spanning multiple service dogs over more than a decade. No affiliate relationships. No 
sponsored content. No referral commissions. 
 
The single question driving every piece of this research: 
 

When your service dog needs a $6,000 surgery, will your insurer actually pay — and how 
fast? 

 

2. The Industry-Wide Playbook for Avoiding Payouts 
Every major pet insurer uses variations of the same tactics to minimize large claims. 
Understanding these tactics before you enroll protects you. 
 

Tactic 1: The Delayed Medical Record Audit 
Insurers do not audit your pet's medical records when you sign up. They wait until you submit a 
significant claim, then comb through every vet note going back years looking for anything they 
can classify as a pre-existing condition. A prior episode of loose stools can become a 
'gastrointestinal pre-existing condition.' A puppy vaccination note mentioning mild limping can 
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exclude all orthopedic coverage. These are not edge cases — they are documented patterns 
across multiple major insurers. 
 

Tactic 2: Creative Pre-Existing Condition Determinations 
One insurer denied a claim three separate times, each with a different diagnosis: first 
pancreatitis (disproved by specialist ultrasound), then IBD (no biopsy ever performed), then 
chronic enteropathy. Shifting the denial reason repeatedly when challenged is a documented 
pattern. Another insurer denied every claim on a puppy as pre-existing conditions — on a dog 
with no prior history. 
 

Tactic 3: Premium Escalation as a Soft Exit Strategy 
Rather than refuse to renew aging dogs outright, insurers double or triple premiums knowing the 
owner either cannot afford to continue or cannot switch because the dog now has documented 
conditions. One policyholder's premium went from $31/month to $939/month over 14 years. 
Another saw their premium jump from $162/month to $398/month in a single renewal cycle. 
 

Tactic 4: Coverage Term Degradation 
Some insurers quietly reduce reimbursement percentages and increase deductibles at renewal 
rather than raising premiums alone. A policyholder may have enrolled at 90% reimbursement 
with a $250 deductible and find themselves renewed at 70% reimbursement with a $500 
deductible — often attributed to the pet's age, despite prior assurances that age would never 
impact coverage terms. 
 

CRITICAL FOR SERVICE DOG HANDLERS: A dog whose training organization kept 
meticulous health records provides insurers with more documentation to review. Before 
enrolling anywhere, request your dog's complete veterinary records from the training 
organization and read them carefully. Know what is in those records before any insurer does. 

 

3. Consumer Reports Ratings: What the Data Actually Shows 
Consumer Reports surveyed 3,583 actual policyholders — not reviewers incentivized by affiliate 
commissions. This is the most reliable independent dataset available. The table below shows 
key claims-related scores for all 14 companies evaluated. 
 
Rating scale: 1/5 (very poor) through 5/5 (excellent). The Timely Payment column is the most 
important metric for service dog handlers. 

 
Company Overall Price Claims 

Sat. 
Reimb. Claims 

Svc 
Timely 

Pay 
Verdict 

Healthy Paws 50 2/5 3/5 4/5 4/5 5/5 RECOMMENDED 
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Company Overall Price Claims 
Sat. 

Reimb. Claims 
Svc 

Timely 
Pay 

Verdict 

Trupanion 52 2/5 4/5 4/5 4/5 4/5 Strong Option 

Embrace 53 3/5 3/5 4/5 4/5 4/5 Consider 

Pets Best 55 3/5 3/5 4/5 4/5 3/5 Caution 

Lemonade 60 3/5 4/5 4/5 4/5 4/5 AVOID 

Liberty Mutual 60 4/5 3/5 4/5 3/5 4/5 AVOID 

Figo 45 3/5 3/5 3/5 3/5 3/5 AVOID 

Fetch 32 1/5 3/5 2/5 3/5 2/5 AVOID 

 

Note: Lemonade and Liberty Mutual score highest overall (60) primarily due to app ease, 
price perception, and vet choice flexibility — not claims performance. Healthy Paws scores 
the industry's ONLY 5/5 on Timely Payment despite ranking 10th overall. This distinction is 
critical for service dog families whose priority is payment speed and reliability. 

 

4. Company-by-Company Analysis 

Healthy Paws — RECOMMENDED for Service Dogs 
Healthy Paws is the only company in the Consumer Reports survey to earn a 5/5 rating on 
Timely Payment from actual policyholders. Independent research confirms claims are typically 
processed within 24-48 business hours — the fastest in the industry. 
 

What works: 
• 5/5 Timely Payment in Consumer Reports survey of 3,583 policyholders 
• Unlimited annual and lifetime payouts — no caps 
• Claims typically processed within 24-48 business hours 
• Single straightforward plan — easy to understand what is covered 
• Widely recommended by veterinarians 
• Real handler experience: paid a CCL (cruciate ligament) surgery without dispute 

 

What to watch for: 
• Premium increases accelerate as dogs age, particularly after senior years begin 
• Coverage terms (reimbursement %, deductible) may degrade at renewal for older dogs 
• Price satisfaction scores 2/5 in Consumer Reports — policyholders feel premiums are 

high 
• First-time claims may process more slowly while medical records are reviewed 
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Real handler experience over 7.5 years: Premium went from $58/month at age 4 to 
$223/month at nearly age 12, including a paid CCL surgery. For a senior dog who has had a 
major claim, this trajectory is considered reasonable within the industry. 

 

Trupanion — Strong Second Option 
Trupanion's VetDirect Pay system pays the veterinarian directly at checkout at participating 
clinics, eliminating the reimbursement waiting period entirely. Your vet receives payment before 
you leave the building. This is the most significant structural advantage in the industry for 
handlers who cannot afford to front large veterinary bills. 
 

What works: 
• VetDirect Pay: payment goes directly to the vet at checkout at participating clinics 
• 90% reimbursement, no annual cap, unlimited lifetime coverage 
• Per-condition deductible — set once per condition, never resets annually 
• 4/5 Timely Payment and 4/5 Claims Satisfaction in Consumer Reports 
• Widely recommended by veterinarians who use VetDirect 
• Has paid over $2 billion in veterinary claims 

 

What to watch for: 
• Price satisfaction scores 2/5 in Consumer Reports — premiums are among the highest 

in the industry 
• Per-condition deductible can be used aggressively — insurers have split one condition 

into multiple to extract multiple deductibles 
• Pre-existing condition determinations are aggressive for dogs with prior medical history 
• Premium increases have exceeded stated annual caps in documented cases 

 

Embrace — Solid Third Option 
Embrace earns 4/5 on Timely Payment, 4/5 on Claims Service, and 4/5 on Reimbursement 
Amount in the Consumer Reports survey. The disappearing deductible feature reduces your 
annual deductible by $50 every claim-free year down to $0. 
 

What works: 
• 4/5 on Timely Payment, Claims Service, and Reimbursement Amount 
• J.D. Power certified for Outstanding Customer Service — Phone Support 
• Disappearing deductible: reduces $50/year on claim-free years, can reach $0 
• 90% reimbursement available 
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• Has paid over $1 billion in claims since 2006 
 

What to watch for: 
• Claim reimbursement takes 13-25 business days — you must front the money 
• At least one documented BBB complaint for refusing to cover a service dog citing pre-

existing conditions 
• Premium increases have been severe in documented cases 
• Ask specifically about service dog coverage terms before enrolling 

 

Companies to Avoid for Service Dogs 
 

LEMONADE: Despite scoring 60/100 overall in Consumer Reports (tied for first), 
Lemonade's actual claims behavior is among the worst documented in independent 
research. The AI-powered claims system that makes routine claims fast also generates 
aggressive denials on complex claims. Documented patterns include: shifting denial reasons 
across multiple letters when challenged, denying every claim on a puppy as pre-existing 
conditions, and a 6-month waiting period specifically for cruciate ligament injuries. Direct 
handler experience confirmed: Lemonade stated they would not cover a CCL injury to the 
opposite leg from a prior surgery. Do not enroll a service dog with Lemonade. 

 

LIBERTY MUTUAL: Despite tying Lemonade at 60/100, Liberty Mutual pet insurance is a 
rebranded third-party product administered by Companion Protect Insurance Agency and 
underwritten by affiliates — not the same institutional strength as Liberty Mutual's core 
business. Annual payout caps at $15,000 are insufficient for a service dog who may face 
multiple major events. No direct vet payment option. Average claim processing 10 days. 

 

FIGO: All-3/5 across every claims metric. Documented patterns of automatic-feeling denials, 
poor follow-through, and lack of communication on complex claims. Not appropriate for a 
working service dog. 

 

FETCH: Scores 32/100 overall — the lowest in the entire Consumer Reports survey. 1/5 on 
price paid, 2/5 on claims satisfaction, 2/5 on reimbursement amount. Avoid entirely. 

 

5. The Pre-Existing Condition Problem for Service Dogs 
Service dogs present a unique pre-existing condition challenge that handlers must understand 
before enrolling anywhere. 
 



Pet Insurance Guide for Service Dog Families  |  Prepared by INCIID.org  |  June 2026 

Training organization records are thorough — and will be reviewed 
Reputable training organizations keep meticulous veterinary records. This is a sign of quality 
training. However, it also means any insurer who audits those records on your dog's first major 
claim will have detailed documentation to work with. Any note about limping during training, a 
minor gastrointestinal issue, or a routine joint evaluation could be used to exclude coverage. 
 

Request and read all records before enrolling 
Before submitting to any insurer, obtain complete veterinary records from your training 
organization. Read every note. Understand what is documented. This is not about hiding 
anything — it is about knowing what arguments an insurer might make so you can choose the 
carrier whose underwriting approach is least likely to weaponize routine training notes. 
 

The opposite leg problem 
At least one major insurer (confirmed by direct inquiry) will not cover a new CCL injury to the 
opposite leg if the other leg has a prior surgery on record. Golden Retrievers and Labrador 
Retrievers have approximately a 50-60% lifetime rate of contralateral (opposite leg) CCL tears. 
For these breeds, this exclusion effectively eliminates coverage for the most likely major 
orthopedic claim. Ask any prospective insurer this question directly before enrolling. 
 

Enroll as early as possible 
The single most protective action a service dog handler can take is enrolling the dog in 
insurance as early as possible — ideally before the dog leaves the training facility. A dog 
enrolled at age 1 with clean records has the cleanest possible slate. Every additional year of 
veterinary history gives insurers more material to work with on a future denial. 
 

6. Service Dogs and Tax Deductions 
The IRS has consistently ruled that expenses for a service animal trained to assist with a 
diagnosed medical condition qualify as deductible medical expenses under Section 213 of the 
Internal Revenue Code. This is not a gray area for properly trained and placed service dogs. 
 

Expenses that qualify for deduction: 
• Insurance premiums 
• Veterinary care including surgery, medications, and preventive care 
• Food and treats 
• Training costs 
• Grooming 
• Equipment: harness, vest, leashes, working gear 
• Travel to veterinary appointments 
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Consult your tax professional to ensure proper documentation. Keep all receipts. The training 
organization's letter documenting the dog's service classification and your medical need is 
important supporting documentation. 
 

7. Healthy Paws Plan Options: A Cost Analysis 
The following plans were quoted in June 2026 for a one-year-old Goldador (Golden 
Retriever/Labrador mix) service dog in Virginia. Surgery estimate based on a typical CCL repair 
at $5,000-$7,000; figures show return on a $6,000 surgery after deductible at the stated 
reimbursement rate. 

 
Plan Monthly Premium Annual Cost Est. Return on $6K 

Surgery 

90% / $500 deductible ★ 
RECOMMENDED 

$62.73/mo $752.76/yr ~$4,950 back 

90% / $750 deductible $55.79/mo $669.48/yr ~$4,725 back 

80% / $500 deductible $50.00/mo $600.00/yr ~$4,400 back 

 
The difference between the recommended 90%/$500 plan and the 90%/$750 plan is 
$6.94/month — $83.28/year. That $83/year reduces your out-of-pocket exposure by $250 on 
every major claim. For a working service dog, this is a favorable tradeoff. 
 
The 80%/$500 plan saves $150/year in premiums compared to the recommended plan, but the 
difference between 80% and 90% reimbursement on a $6,000 surgery is $550. You are saving 
$150/year to potentially lose $550 on a single claim. This math does not work in the handler's 
favor. 
 

8. What to Ask Before You Enroll — Any Insurer 
These questions should be asked directly of the insurer before enrolling a service dog. Get 
answers in writing where possible. 
 

1. If my dog has had a CCL surgery on one leg, will a new injury to the opposite leg 
be covered? 

2. How do you handle medical records from a service dog training organization? Is there 
anything in a typical training program that would be flagged as pre-existing? 

3. What is your orthopedic waiting period, and can it be waived with a clean orthopedic 
examination? 

4. Do you offer a service dog discount, and how do I document eligibility? 
5. What is your average claim processing time for a major surgery claim over $3,000? 
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6. Is there a cap on annual or lifetime payouts? 
7. Can my coverage terms (reimbursement percentage, deductible) change at renewal? 
8. What is your stated maximum annual premium increase percentage? 

 

9. Enrollment Checklist 
Complete these steps when enrolling a new service dog in pet insurance. 
 

• Enroll as early as possible — ideally before or immediately after placement 
• Obtain complete veterinary records from the training organization before submitting to 

any insurer 
• Read all records carefully — know what is documented before the insurer does 
• Consider a baseline orthopedic examination from your vet — documents clean 

orthopedic status and may waive waiting periods with some insurers 
• Use a separate email address if you have an existing policy with the same insurer 
• Do not cancel any existing policy until new policy waiting periods have cleared 
• Ask your veterinarian which insurer they see paying claims most reliably — they observe 

this weekly 
• Keep your training organization's service dog placement documentation — supports tax 

deductions and insurance documentation 
• Set a calendar reminder 60 days before renewal to review terms and compare options 

 

10. Summary Recommendation 
 

For a newly placed service dog with clean medical records: Enroll immediately with Healthy 
Paws at 90% reimbursement and a $500 annual deductible. This recommendation is based 
on 5/5 Timely Payment in the Consumer Reports independent survey, unlimited lifetime 
payouts, direct handler experience confirming they pay major claims without dispute, and a 
premium trajectory that while real is manageable when started early with a young, healthy 
dog. 

 
If you are an existing Healthy Paws customer enrolling a new dog, call rather than enrolling 
online. Mention your existing policy and payment history. Ask specifically for 90% 
reimbursement and $500 deductible terms. Your loyalty history is legitimate negotiating 
leverage. 
 
Trupanion is a strong alternative, particularly if your veterinarian participates in VetDirect Pay. 
For handlers who cannot afford to front large veterinary bills, Trupanion's direct-pay-at-checkout 
model eliminates the reimbursement waiting period entirely. 
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Do not be deceived by overall rankings or app quality scores. The metric that matters for a 
service dog is Timely Payment. One insurer in this analysis scores tied for first overall while 
simultaneously telling handlers they will not cover a new CCL injury if the other leg has prior 
surgery. Overall scores do not tell you what you need to know. This guide does. 

 
This guide was prepared in June 2026 based on research current as of that date. 

Insurance terms, premiums, and company practices change. Verify current terms directly with any insurer before 
enrolling. 
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