
I recently traveled to New 
Orleans to speak at a 
professional pet sitters 

conference. The auditorium was 
filled with people dedicated to 
caring for other people’s cats, 
dogs, birds, chickens, horses, 
hamsters, and even tortoises 
and snakes. 

	My talk focused on giving 
practical pet first-aid tips and 
tricks to the attendees, who 
are often regarded as “aunts” 
and “uncles” to their clients’ 
cherished pets. 

	As a profession, pet sitting 
is not that old. Many credit 
Patti Moran, the founder of 
Pet Sitters International, for 
starting this industry in 1983 
when she began charging 
money for caring for other 
people’s pets in their homes. 

	Up until then, most 
people with pets would ask 
the neighbor kid or a family 
member to make sure their pets 
were fed while they left for a 
business trip or a vacation. 

	She launched PSI, now a 
global organization, in 1994. 
An equally major organization 
is called the National 
Association of Professional Pet 
Sitters. 

	Speed forward to 2023. 
Pet sitting is a recognized 
profession. Why, there is even 
a National Professional Pet 
Sitters Week celebrated each 

March. Some professional pet 
sitting companies staff dozens 
of employees, and some sitters 
earn six figures.

	As we climb out of the 
coronavirus mess, many pet 
parents are finally taking a long 
cruise or global excursion, but 
they do not want to leave the 
care of their pets to just anyone. 
If you are like me — and I am 
betting you are — your pets are 
beloved family members who 

unleash unconditional love. My 
four cats and two dogs are my 
most priceless assets. 

	With pets gaining in 
popularity, the demand for pet 
caretakers who are insured, 
licensed, bonded and certified 
in pet behavior and safety is on 
the rise. 

	But what does it take to be 
a professional pet sitter? And 
what motivates a person to 
leave the corporate world to run 

a company focused on caring 
for the pets of others? 

	For answers, I reached out to 
a few professional pet sitters in 
Palm Beach County. 

	Jill Merjeski operates the 
award-winning Jill’s Next Door 
Dog Walking & Pet Services 
LLC in Highland Beach. Debra 
Kossoff specializes in providing 
overnight sitting as the solo 
entrepreneur of Debra’s Dog 
Den in Delray Beach. Denise 

Purificato is celebrating her 
16th year as owner of A Best 
Friend Pet Sitting Inc. in Delray 
Beach.

 
A Best Friend Pet Sitting, 
Delray Beach

	Purificato was inspired 
to start her pet care business 
when her family had nine pets 
— two dogs, five cats and two 
horses — and she had to find 
someone trustworthy to care 
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Paws Up for Pets
Need a top-notch sitter? Professionals outline their services

Debra Kos-
soff owns 
Debra’s Dog 
Den in Del-
ray Beach, 
providing 
overnight 
sitting for 
her clients. ‘I 
found that a 
dog is most 
comfortable 
in his own 
home,’ she 
says. Photos 
provided

Where to look
You can find sitters in your 
area who are licensed, in-
sured, bonded and certified 
by visiting these two estab-
lished pet sitting organiza-
tions:
• National Association of 
Professional Pet Sitters — 
https://petsitters.org
• Pet Sitters International — 
www.petsit.com
And here are the websites 
of the three locally owned 
companies cited in this 
column:
• A Best Friend Pet Sitting 
Inc. — www.abestfriendpet-
sitting.com 
• Debra’s Dog Den — www.
debrasdogden.com 
• Jill’s Next Door Dog Walk-
ing & Pet Services LLC — 
www.jillsnextdoor.com



for them while the family went 
on vacation.

	She cares for many older pets 
or ones with medical needs. 
That means knowing how to 
properly give medications and 
recognizing any age-related 
changes in pets that she can 
pass on to her clients.

	“I’ve cared for senior pets 
who had cataracts, have 
become blind or just have 
difficulty seeing,” she says. 
“Some older dogs may have 
difficulty walking, so I will 
guide them or carry them 
outside when possible.” 

	One of the rewards of her 
job is winning trust from her 
clients.

	Purificato says, “I have 
enjoyed developing a bond 
of trust with my clients and 
when they travel, they love the 
updates and photos I send that 
show that their animals are 
comfortable, safe and doing 
well.”

Jill’s Next Door Dog 
Walking & Pet Services,
Highland Beach

	Jill Merjeski left a career 
as a senior academic adviser 
at Drexel University in 
Philadelphia to launch her pet 
sitting business in Palm Beach 
County in 2016. Four years 
later, her company was named 
Pet Advocate of the Year by Pet 
Sitters International and last 
year, her company was tabbed 
as the Best Palm Beach County 
Pet Sitters by The Palm Beach 
Post. 

	“These are big honors, 
especially considering we 
started from nothing,” says 
Merjeski. “I am always 
educating people that 
my company is part of a 
professional association 
that provides continual 
education and certifications 
to its members. We are 
licensed, bonded and we rely 
on the latest technology to 
communicate with our clients.”

	Merjeski uses software 
called Time to Pet that provides 
verified GPS-timed visits by her 
sitters to clients’ homes, sends 
out texts and emails to clients 
and enables clients to schedule 
or pay invoices online. 

	“This software gives clients 
the peace of mind of knowing 
where their pets are, who is 
caring for them during what 
time and much more,” says 
Merjeski. 

	Her company also offers 
a taxi service to shuttle pets 
to veterinary or grooming 
appointments or to pick up 
pets at day cares when their 
pet parents find themselves 
working late.

	Although she enjoyed her 
academic career, she loves 
running a professional pet 
sitting business.

	“The best thing I love about 
pet sitting is the freedom I 
have, plus the opportunity 
to work with animals,” says 
Merjeski. “I create jobs that 
people love and support.”

Debra’s Dog Den,
Delray Beach

	While Merjeski runs a large 
business, Debra Kossoff prefers 
being a solo entrepreneur. She 
focuses strictly on providing 
overnight sitting to her clients 
who may be out of town for 
days or weeks at a time. She 
is also a certified professional 
dog trainer who incorporates 
positive-reinforcement-based 
techniques.

	Kossoff has a master’s degree 
in early childhood education. 
She was a teacher and worked 
in hospitals as a certified child 
life specialist. In many ways, 
those skills naturally transfer to 
her pet sitting duties.

	“I am a student of learning, 
and it took me until my late 50s 
to find my true passion — and 
that is caring for and working 
with dogs,” says Kossoff. 

	Her overnights serve as an 
alternative to boarding dogs. 

	“I found that a dog is most 
comfortable in his own home,” 
she says. “My job is to keep the 
dog feeling comfortable when 
his owner is away. I also give 
their people peace of mind 
while they are away from home. 
To be successful, you need to 
be organized, dedicated and 
adaptable.” 

	As she talks, she lets out a 
laugh because a client’s dog — 
Bandit, a playful Australian 
shepherd —  is pawing her for 
attention. 

	“Dogs are very perceptive of 
people,” she says. “They know 
safe, dog-loving people. I love 
my job, and why not? I have a 
job where I get to laugh, smile 
and feel loved.” 

	Arden Moore is an author, 
speaker and master certified pet 
first-aid instructor. She hosts a 
radio show, Arden Moore’s Four 
Legged Life (www.fourleggedlife.

com), and the 
weekly Oh 
Behave! podcast 
on PetLifeRadio.
com. Learn more 
by visiting www.
ardenmoore.
com.
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Jill Merjeski provides veri-
fied GPS-timed visits by her 
sitters to clients’ homes. ‘We 
are licensed, bonded and we 
rely on the latest technology 
to communicate with our 
clients,’ she says of her com-
pany, Jill’s Next Door Dog 
Walking & Pet Services.
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