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here are a variety of welfare 
concerns relating to companion 
dogs and cats in the United

States but one of the more pervasive
is the “pet homelessness,” “pet over-
population,” or “pet surplus” prob-
lem. These widely used terms may dis-
comfit some in the animal shelter
community. Some of the terms can be
misleading in that their use implies
that the problem—however it is
couched—could be solved simply by
reducing the number of available
dogs and cats. In addition the term
surplus specifically implies a property
function—that companion dogs and
cats are inherently expendable when-
ever they fall outside of a stable
human-animal relationship. A detailed
examination of the population issue
will reveal that it is not merely a case
of the indiscriminate breeding of
dogs and cats, but also a complex
problem with both sociological and
biological elements that has no sim-
ple solution.

Modern American society recog-
nizes the crucial role of data and
information in evaluating and effec-
tively addressing societal problems.

Americans are bombarded with infor-
mation on the economy, public
health, social and psychological atti-
tude trends, and other matters that
are considered important. For exam-
ple, no self-respecting politician
would think of launching a political
campaign or initiative without some
sense of what the public might be
worrying about. Addressing pet popu-
lation issues should be no different.
Data are needed in order to define the
nature and scope of the dog and cat
demographic challenge. Data can
help people to understand the impact
of “pet homelessness” on companion
animals; to identify some of the char-
acteristics of both successful and
failed human-animal relationships;
and to develop sound, effective, and
long-lasting solutions that will
strengthen humans’ relationships
with companion animals and enhance
companion animals’ welfare. 

Given the need for reliable data,
what is known now about trends con-
cerning the companion animal popu-
lation and the shelters that help
address the “homelessness” problem?  

National 
Dog and Cat
Demographic
Data

Base-line 
Population Data
The United States has never had a
national system in place to collect,
store and analyze data relating to pet
care-giving. Although detailed demo-
graphic data on the human popula-
tion are gathered by the U.S. Census
Bureau, no similar database exists for
companion dogs and cats. Our society
routinely refers to household pets as
“members of the family” but the cen-
sus process does not accept that data
on pets should be collected. Several
attempts by animal industries and 
interest groups to gain approval for
the inclusion of questions on pets on
the U.S. Census have thus far been
unsuccessful. One of us (A.N.R.) at-
tempted to do this in the mid-1980s
but, despite the support of numerous 
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academics, animal industries, and
animal advocates, did not succeed. 

Nonetheless relatively accurate
data are available on the number of
household dogs and cats in the Unit-
ed States now and historically. These
data are collected primarily by veteri-
nary organizations (e.g., the Ameri-
can Veterinary Medical Association,
or AVMA, and the American Animal
Hospital Association) and pet indus-
try organizations (e.g., the American
Pet Products Manufacturers Associa-
tion, or APPMA, and the Pet Food
Institute)—groups whose work
depends on having reliable and cur-
rent data on dog and cat populations.
The APPMA has conducted national
surveys on pet populations every
other year since 1988. The AVMA has
published data from national surveys
in 1983, 1988, 1992, 1997, and 2002. 

Two basic approaches have been
used to gather data on dog and cat
populations. The first uses surveys of
sample populations drawn from an
already established panel of U.S.
households. Both the APPMA and the
AVMA use this method. The panels
are recruited on the understanding
that the participants will complete
periodic mail surveys. (Response
rates typically are high—around 70
percent.) A sample of households is
drawn from the panels so as to make
them representative of the U.S. popu-

lation. To be included in such a panel,
a person must have resided at the cur-
rent address for a year or more.
Therefore these panels cannot repre-
sent the more transient elements of
the United States. 

The second approach uses tele-
phones and random digit dial tech-
nology to sample the population. This
method under-samples households at
the lower end of the economic pyra-
mid because they are less likely to
have telephones. 

Thus both approaches have limita-
tions and appear to produce differ-
ences in estimates of the national dog
and cat population. As demonstrated
by Patronek and Rowan (1995), the
household panel approach produces
estimates that are approximately
twenty percent higher than those
obtained from telephone surveys. In
Massachusetts telephone surveys con-
ducted by both the Massachusetts
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
to Animals (MSPCA) (C. Luke, per-
sonal communication with A.N.R.,
n.d. 1991) and Manning and Rowan
(1992) in the same time frame pro-
duced estimates of state pet popula-
tions that were substantially lower
than those obtained using data col-
lected by the AVMA in 1991. In Indi-
ana Patronek found similar disparities
between data he collected using tele-
phone sampling and the AVMA esti-

mates of Indiana pet populations. 
The latest data published by the

AVMA indicate that in 2001 Ameri-
cans shared their households with
61.6 million dogs and 68.9 million
cats. An examination of Table 1 illus-
trates that, on a national level, the
owned dog population remained rela-
tively stable between 1987 and 1996
(although the rate of care-giving fluc-
tuated quite widely), while the owned
cat population increased from 54.6 to
59.1 million (AVMA 1997, 2002). 

While the AVMA population esti-
mates may be on the high side, the
fact that the same technique has
been used for all four AVMA surveys
should mean that the trends are accu-
rate. Thus between 1996 and 2001
the total population numbers
increased substantially for both dogs
(8.7 million increase) and cats (9.8
million increase) (AVMA 2002). The
substantial jump in population esti-
mate in 2001 is the result of a jump
in the percentage of households with
either dogs or cats. It is not clear why
the AVMA surveys show a downward
trend in 1996. The APPMA surveys
show no such dip (APPMA 2002). 

Another factor to keep in mind is
that the number of households in the
United States increases steadily. Thus
the dog population remained stable
between 1987 and 1996 even though
the rate of care-giving (household
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Table 1
Pet Population Estimates

Total U.S. Household Dog and Cat Populations (millions)

1987 1991 1996 2001

Dogs 52.4 52.5 52.9 61.6

Cats 54.6 57.0 59.1 68.9

Percent of Households with Dogs and Cats (mean number/household)

1987 1991 1996 2001

Dogs 38.2(1.51) 36.5(1.52) 31.6(1.69) 36.1(1.6)

Cats 30.5(2.04) 30.9(1.95) 27.3(2.19) 31.6(2.1) 

Source: AVMA Survey 1997, 2002



percentage) dropped from 38.2 to
31.6 percent. See Table 2 for changes
recorded by the APPMA in rates of
dog and cat households in the United
States. The fluctuations from one
year to the next may be due mostly to
random statistical variation in the
survey. 

The estimated 130.5 million dogs
and cats in American households
drawn from the AVMA 2001 survey
reside in approximately 53 percent of
the approximately 100 million house-
holds (58.3 percent of households
contain a pet of any sort) (AVMA
2002). Thus more than half the
households in this country include an
animal companion. The average
household with pets has the charac-
teristics indicated in Table 3. In gen-
eral dog sterilization rates are lower
than those of cats because of the
reluctance of dog care-givers (used in
place of “owner”) to have their male
dogs neutered. The same reluctance
is not observed among care-givers
who have male cats. The fact that
fewer cat care-givers report taking
their animals to the veterinarian in
the previous year is consistent with
the observation that cats tend to
require lower levels of involvement
and cat care-givers generally are
somewhat less attached to their cats

than dog care-givers are to their dogs.
Attachment levels were measured

by a research group in Kentucky
using the Lexington Attachment to
Pets Scale, or LAPS (Johnson, Garri-
ty, and Stallones 1992). The
researchers used a twenty-three-item
scale (e.g., My pet understands me, I
enjoy showing other people pictures
of my pet) to obtain relative scores of
attachment. The scores indicating
level of attachment were based on the
interviewer’s rating. The proportions
of the population identified as being
very or somewhat attached are what
one might intuitively expect (Table
4). This scale has not been put into
practical use, but there is no appar-
ent reason it could not be explored as
part of a questionnaire used by shel-
ters to assess the suitability of a
prospective animal adopter. The can-
didates could be administered the
LAPS assessment regarding their pre-
vious or a current favorite pet and
then scored to see how attached they
were (or are). 

It should be noted that, in studying
the Miller-Rada “commitment to
pets” scale, Staats et al. (1996)
demonstrated that “attachment” is
different from “commitment.” It is
possible that the Miller-Rada instru-
ment for measuring commitment
might prove to be a better approach

to assessing the suitability of poten-
tial adopters. However the character-
istics of the Miller-Rada “commit-
ment instrument” have not been
established for a national probability
sample. At present any suggestions
regarding potential connections be-
tween attachment, commitment, and
animal relinquishment are pure spec-
ulation.

Regional and Life
Stage Differences 
in Pet Care-giving
The national pet population surveys
also indicate that there are regional
differences in pet care-giving. This is
an important factor when addressing
welfare concerns relating to pet care-
giving. The 2001 AVMA survey
revealed significant differences in the
percentage of households providing
for pets around the country. Table 5a
shows the highest rates of pet care-
giving in the Mountain Pacific and
West South Central regions of the
United States, and the lowest rates in
the Middle Atlantic, South Atlantic,
and New England regions (AVMA
2002).

In fact, as seen in Table 5b, state to
state differences in dog and cat care-
giving rates can vary by a factor of two
from highest to lowest (AVMA 2002).
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Table 2
Percent of
Households 
with Animals

Year Dogs Cats

1988 37 30

1990 38 33

1992 38 32

1994 36 30

1996 37 32

1998 39 32 

2000 39 34 

Source: APPMA Survey 2002

Table 3
Characteristics of Animal 
Care-giving Households and 
Their Pets in the United States 

Dogs Cats

Time household has included pets 18 yrs. 18 yrs.   

Average age of “main” pet 6.6 yrs 6.4 yrs

Animal(s) kept indoors during the day 43% 54% 

Households did not visit vet in past year 9% 27% 

Pets sterilized 70% 82% 

Average annual veterinary expenses $196 $104

Source: APPMA 2002 



Thus use of national survey data to
assess care-giving of regional or state
pet populations can lead to signifi-
cant over-estimates or under-esti-
mates. Local studies of pet care-giv-
ing also indicate significant urban to
suburban differences. Unpublished
data from Massachusetts revealed dif-
ferences in pet care-giving rates
between Boston, an urban center, and
Wellesley, an affluent suburb within

commuting distance of Boston. The
rate of dog care-giving was 25.4 per-
cent in Boston compared with 37 per-
cent in Wellesley; the rate of cat care-
giving was 37.8 percent in Boston
compared with 26 percent in Welles-
ley (Rowan and Williams 1987). Pet
care-giving rates generally are signifi-
cantly lower in dense urban complex-
es than they are in suburban commu-
nities. National surveys of pet

populations usually do not focus on
differences among urban, suburban,
and rural communities; thus they
overlook significant causes of error in
estimates of pet populations.

These differences in pet care-giving
around the country mean that a “one
size fits all” approach will not be suffi-
cient to resolve the pet population cri-
sis, and that it is crucial for regions
and communities to initiate and main-
tain their own data collection efforts
in order to have reliable and accurate
information with which to serve the
pet care-givers in their jurisdictions.
Communities can use the available
national data as a guide to direct their
own data collection efforts. They
should be cautious, however, about
relying on rote formulae derived from
national data to estimate their own
dog and cat populations. Using the
APPMA (2002) survey data, it has
been suggested that one can calculate
the number of dogs in a community.
The technique is to multiply the num-
ber of occupied households (derived
from the census data) by 0.39 (the
percentage of households nationally
containing dogs) and then multiply-
ing by 1.7 (the average number of
dogs in each household). However this
will overestimate dog populations in a
Northeastern urban community and
underestimate dog populations in a
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Table 4
Levels of Attachment to Companion
Animals in the Household  

Percent of Average 
Care-givers LAPS Score

Very attached 50.0 54.9

Somewhat attached 35.7 44.8

Not very attached 12.4 32.6

Not at all attached 1.9 26.2

Average LAPS Score for Demographic Categories

Average 
Category LAPS Score

Household size = 1 52.8

Household size = 5+ 43.5 

Never married/sep./div. 52.0

Married 45.7

Female 50.0

Male 45.1

White 47.6

African American 53.8

Household income under $30k 51.5

Household income over $50k 43.2

Household education: 
less than high school 53.0

Household education: 
college graduate 44.2 

Favorite pet is dog 49.2 

Favorite pet is cat 45.1

Source: Johnson, Garrity, and Stallones 1992

Table 5a
Pet Care-Giving 
by Region

Pet Care-giving
Households 

Region (percent)

Mountain 61.9

Pacific 60.6

West South Central 60.5

East South Central 56.7

East North Central 55.2

New England 54.1

South Atlantic 53.8

Middle Atlantic 50.2

Source: AVMA Survey 2002



rural part of the Southeast or South-
west. Nonetheless such formulae are
useful first approximations of the
number of dogs and cats in a particu-
lar community.

Animal care-giving rates also vary
dramatically according to the “life

stage” of the household (see Table 6).
It is generally known that families
with children between the ages of five
and seventeen have the highest rates
of pet care-giving (almost four out of
five have pets). However, as indicated
by Table 4, these families are less
attached to their pets (just as there is
less time to devote to each family
member the more there are). As can
be seen from Table 6, singles house-
holds are less likely to have pets
(about 20 percent lower rate than
that of families), and pet care-giving
declines with age. No known studies
assess relinquishment rates by life
stage of the care-giver.

Acquisition of Pets
Pet care-givers acquire dogs and cats
from a variety of sources. These
sources are believed to play an inte-
gral role in pet population problems.
According to the APPMA National Pet
Owners Survey, pets in 1998 were
acquired as indicated in Table 7
(APPMA 2000, 2002). Use of those
sources marked with an asterisk indi-
cates that some forethought and plan-
ning usually went into the acquisition
of the pet. The total percentage of
dogs acquired from such sources is 74
(or about 48 percent of the identified

sources); the total percentage of cats
acquired from these sources is 38 (or
about 29 percent of the identified
sources). This indicates that cats are
more likely to be acquired on a whim.

Other surveys have shown similar
differences between the sources of
dogs and cats. Nassar, Mosier, and
Williams (1984) found that in Las
Vegas cats (24.5 percent) were much
more likely to be acquired from the
stray population than dogs (8 per-
cent), but only 9 percent of cats were
purchased compared with 26 percent
of dogs. In Massachusetts 71 percent
of pet care-givers had planned to
acquire their dogs, going to such
sources as breeders (33 percent),
shelters (16 percent), and pet stores
(7 percent) (MSPCA 1996). 

Feral/Stray 
Dogs and Cats
No discussion of the nation’s dog and
cat populations is complete without
an estimate of the feral/stray popula-
tion. In the past two decades, it
appears that the number of stray and
feral dogs has fallen to a very low level
(with the possible exception of some
communities in dense urban, very
rural, and Native American areas).
The same is not true of cats. This pop-
ulation is not easy to define because
household cats may join and leave the
perceived “stray” population. The
Humane Society of the United States
(HSUS) 1999 “Statement on Free-
Roaming Cats” notes, 

Cats elude simple categoriza-
tions. Free-roaming cats are often
referred to as either stray or feral,
but these designations do not
reflect the many types of outdoor
cats. Free-roaming cats can be
owned cats who are allowed to
roam; owned cats who have
become lost; previously owned
cats who have been abandoned
and no longer have a home; quasi-
owned cats who roam freely and
are fed by several residents in an
area but “owned” by none of
them; and so-called working cats
who serve as “mousers.” Almost
every community also has feral,

Companion Animal Demographics in the United States: A Historical Perspective 13

Table 5b
Pet Care-giving by Species in 
Selected States (percent of households)

State Dog Care-giving State Cat Care-giving

MA 21.4 LA 26.1

NY 26.1 MI 26.1

NJ 26.2 MD 26.5

CT 28.4 IL 28.0

MT 46.6 MT 44.6

ID 48.1 WY 44.6

OK 48.5 OR 45.2

WV 50.3 ME 46.3

Source: AVMA Survey 2002 

Table 6
Varying Rates of
Pet Care-Giving 
by Life Stage 

Life Stage Percent
Category with Pets 

Young singles 50.2

Young couples 72.5

Young parents 64.1

Middle singles 44.4

Middle parents 74.8

Older parents 69.0

Working older couple 58.9

Retired older couple 39.8

Older singles 29.7

Source: AVMA 2002



unsocialized cats who may be one
or more generations removed
from a home environment and
who may subsist in a colony of
similar cats living on the fringes
of human existence. Because cats
exhibit varying degrees of socia-
bility, even an animal care and
control professional may not
immediately be able to tell the
difference between a feral cat and
a frightened indoor-only cat who
has escaped and become lost.

In a national survey of pet care-
givers commissioned by The HSUS,
respondents were asked if they fed
stray cats and, if so, how many they
fed (Anonymous 1993). It was possi-
ble to extrapolate that pet care-givers
fed about 32.7 million cats (assuming
no cats were fed by more than one
household). However The HSUS ques-
tioned these “cat-feeder” results and
exhorted caution in using the data to
establish a national estimate of stray
and feral cats (G. Handy, personal

communication, n.d. 2003). Nonethe-
less one of the authors (A.N.R) has
used the survey to estimate the Amer-
ican feral/stray cat population at
roughly 30–40 million (or about
60–70 percent less than the number
of cats being cared for in households).
Some support for this estimate comes
from two regional surveys in Califor-
nia that have produced similar per-
centages for the stray/feral cat popu-
lation (Anonymous 1995, 1996). 

Animal Shelter
Demographics: 
A Historical
Perspective
In the United States a network of ani-
mal shelters exists to address and
manage pet population control. One
of the primary functions of U.S. ani-
mal shelters is to attempt to find new
homes for dogs and cats who, for a
variety of reasons, have made the

transition from owned animal to
homeless animal. Because the num-
ber of animals entering shelters cur-
rently exceeds available home place-
ments, many pet population
management policies allow euthana-
sia of animals who cannot be placed
in an acceptable home. Animals who
are killed include healthy, adoptable
animals, as well as animals deemed
unadoptable due to illness, age, aber-
rant behavior, or some other charac-
teristic. Recent attention has focused
on collecting data on “animal shelter
demographics,” including data that
describes the animals populating
shelters and that tracks trends in the
movement of animals into and out of
shelters. 

The 1960s and 1970s:
Experiential Policy
The early 1970s is considered by
many to be a defining period for
changes in the American approach to
pet population issues. In 1974 a sur-
vey of U.S. mayors ranked animal-
related issues as the number one
complaint received by their offices
(Bancroft 1974). During the 1970s
attention to and awareness of what
were perceived as growing pet popu-
lation concerns led to development of
a new approach that was to shape the
course of pet population policy well
into the 1990s. Called LES (Legisla-
tion, Education, and Sterilization), it
was a three-pronged approach
designed to reduce the numbers of
animals that shelters were handling
and subsequently to reduce the need
for euthanasia as a population control
method. LES was launched by Phyllis
Wright of The HSUS with the catchy
tag phrase “less born, less killed, and
less cruelty.” LES’s major projects
included establishment of steriliza-
tion programs, mandating adequate
licensing fees, and educating the
community via humane education
programs, the media, and veterinari-
ans. The HSUS also called for and
helped organize two national confer-
ences of interested parties (e.g., the
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Table 7
Sources from Which Dogs 
and Cats Were Acquired

Source (percent) Dogs Cats

Friend/relative 34 40

Breeder* 29 4

Newspaper/private party* 20 11

Stray 18 32

Animal shelter* 17 18

Puppy/kitten from own pet 16 12

Pet store* 8 5

Gift 7 2

“Other” 5 5

Veterinarian 1 4

TOTAL 155 133

Respondents could name more than one source. 
Therefore the percentage totals amount to more than 100. 

*Some forethought and planning usually went into the acquisition of the pet.

Source: APPMA 2002 



AVMA, the American Kennel Club,
and other animal-related groups) in
1974 and 1976 to address the pet
population crisis (Rowan and
Williams 1987). 

The rationale for the LES approach
was based largely on anecdotal
reports from animal shelters around
the country. Few shelters were keep-
ing any data on the numbers of ani-
mals handled, on those returned-to-
care-givers (RTC), or on those
adopted and euthanized. No regional
or national organizations focused on
data collection for homeless pets.
From the limited data available, it was
estimated that in 1973 approximately
20 percent of the dog and cat popula-
tion in households was being eutha-
nized in shelters (Rowan and Williams
1987). Since then some data has
been published on the experiences of
the ASPCA in New York City from
1896 to 1994, when it gave up animal
control for New York City (Zawistow-
ski et al. 1998). Figure 1 shows the
trends in animal intake over this 98-
year period. What is readily apparent
is that, even in 1973 when the alarm
was raised about too many dogs and
cats and not enough homes, the situ-
ation was much improved over the
1920s and 1930s. Up until 1950 the
ASPCA was euthanizing 95 percent or
more of the animals brought into the

shelter. It should also be noted that
the shelter intake numbers were
falling at a time when the population
of New York City was growing (from
5.63 million in 1928 to 8 million in
1954, where it has remained). 

It is not clear why alarms were
raised about unwanted and stray dogs
and cats in the early 1970s (cf.
Djerassi, Israel, and Jochle 1973),
although it may be that Djerassi,
known as the inventor of the birth
control pill, was looking for possible
new markets for his invention. How-
ever, his article led to others in which
the focus was not on cats (the ASPCA
data indicates that cats formed the
bulk of the animal intake) but on the
stray dog population. The stray dogs
were portrayed as presenting a public
health and safety risk as well as wel-
fare issues for the dogs themselves
(Marx and Furculow 1969; Beck
1973; Feldman 1974). Schneider and
Vaida (1975), in their surveys of dog
and cat populations in California,
argued that cats should not be over-
looked. 

Animal protection groups began
pushing the concept of companion
animal surgical sterilization as a pet
population control method. Initially
the veterinary community was resis-
tant and suggested that the develop-
ment of contraceptive drugs might be

a more viable solution (Anonymous
1978; Rowan and Williams 1987).
Despite the lack of support from orga-
nized veterinary medicine, the
Department of Animal Regulation in
the City of Los Angeles set up a
municipal spay-neuter clinic and a
differential licensing system—in
which it cost more to license intact
dogs than neutered ones—in 1970.
This clinic evoked a storm of protest
from the veterinary community, but
within ten years the proportion of
licensed dogs in Los Angeles who
were sterilized rose from 10 percent
to 51 percent. The municipal clinic
was doing far too few sterilizations to
account for such a large change.
There had to have been a change of
behavior among the private veteri-
nary practices. Over this same period,
the number of animals taken in by the
city’s Department of Animal Regula-
tion fell from about 140,000 a year, to
about 85,000 a year (Rowan and
Williams 1987). 

Reliable and consistent data are
crucial for an evaluation of the suc-
cess of any proposed pet population
program. Early data collection
focused solely on determining how
many animals were being killed as
part of pet population control, with-
out considering other aspects of shel-
ter demographics, such as number 
of animals handled, the number
returned to the caregiver, and the
number adopted. In 1973 The HSUS
commissioned a national survey of
animal shelters. Although the
response rate was low, the survey pro-
vided a baseline estimate of 13.5 mil-
lion dogs and cats euthanized annual-
ly. A follow-up survey in 1982
suggested that the total number of
euthanasias had declined to an esti-
mated range of 7.6 million to 10 mil-
lion, despite an overall increase in the
owned pet population from an esti-
mated 60 million in 1973 to an esti-
mated 90 million in 1983 (Rowan and
Williams 1987). Thus there had been
not only a fall in absolute shelter
euthanasia numbers but also an even
greater fall in the relative numbers. 
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Table 8 provides additional evi-
dence that shelter animal intakes
declined substantially in the 1970s.
These data come from a large county-
wide program run by a humane soci-
ety under a county contract in Cali-
fornia (Savesky 2001). Basically the
data show that animal intakes
plunged in the 1970s, stayed more or
less the same from 1980 to 1990, and
then began falling again. 

While the evidence cited above
demonstrates that shelter intakes and
euthanasias moved in the right direc-
tion (i.e., down) from World War II to
the present, the prevailing view in the
shelter community through the 1980s
and even into part of the 1990s was
that of wrestling with an intractable
problem. Part of the problem was
again a lack of solid data and the gen-
eration of inaccurate estimates of
shelter intakes and euthanasias. In
the 1980s some surveys estimated
that as many as 20 million animals
were being euthanized in shelters an-
nually (Rowan and Williams 1987).
These surveys continued to be quoted
well into the 1990s. The result was
that both humane society workers and
the public continued to assess prog-
ress on pet population issues based on
these old statistics, giving a “doom
and gloom” outlook to the situation,
when in fact a retrospective examina-
tion of euthanasia trends indicates
that euthanasias appeared to be
decreasing over time. 

Reliable Estimates
from Regional Data
Djerassi, Israel, and Jochle (1973)
noted that the lack of comprehensive,
high quality data was the biggest
roadblock to efficient and effective
program development and comment-
ed that this deficiency was a universal
weakness, common even among
those countries that had long estab-
lished a sophisticated human census.
The lack of a standardized list of ani-
mal shelters contributes significantly
to the challenges that continue to be
faced by researchers doing shelter

surveys (Rowan 1992a). There have
been two significant problems in
developing reliable estimates of shel-
ter animal numbers. First, there was
and still is no reliable public list of
shelters in the United States. Second,
many shelters either do not keep
appropriate program data or are very
reluctant to release them for fear that
the data will be used to criticize their
organizations. An additional chal-
lenge is posed by the fact that the
term shelter encompasses a wide
range of entities, from an animal con-
trol facility that serves several towns
and handles thousands of animals per
year to the private citizen who res-
cues a few strays a year.

With the increasing utilitization of
computers and the growing awareness
of the value of shelter demographic
data, more individual shelters had
begun collecting and storing data by
the 1990s. A recognition that euthana-
sia data alone was of limited value led
to the collection of statistics on the
number of animals entering shelters,
as well as the disposition of the ani-
mals (e.g., adoption, RTC, euthanasia,
death). The availability of some region-
al data enabled an analysis of regional
shelter trends and estimates of the
national picture. This analysis revealed
that, just as there were regional differ-
ences in pet care-giving trends, there
were regional differences in shelter
animal populations. 

Rowan examined regional data
from New Jersey, Washington State,
and Massachusetts and, by extrapola-
tion, determined that, of approxi-
mately 110 million owned dogs and
cats in the United States, an estimat-
ed 5 million–6 million, or 5 percent of
the owned population, were eutha-
nized. This was a much more conser-
vative estimate than the range of
11.75 million–19.54 million found in
AHA’s 1990 survey (Rowan 1992a).
Others then produced numbers simi-
lar to Rowan’s extrapolation, based
on a broader range of state data (e.g.,
Arkow 1994). 

More recently The HSUS has been
developing a list of shelters in which,

to be identified as a shelter, the orga-
nization must possess a building that
houses animals and has its own postal
address. Beginning with a list of
about 6,000 organizations, The HSUS
removed duplicates and non-shel-
tered organizations, leaving approxi-
mately 3,500 entities. An unpub-
lished 1999 HSUS survey of this
group produced a 20 percent
response rate and the following data.
The duplicate and “address
unknown” returns indicated that the
accurate total of shelters was about
2,800–2,900. Of the respondents that
identified their status, 38.2 percent
were municipal entities, 43.6 percent
were private entities with some form
of municipal contract, and 18.2 per-
cent were private entities with no
municipal contract. In terms of size,
45.2 percent had annual budgets of
$250,000 or less, 22.9 percent had
budgets between $250,001 and
$500,000, 16.6 percent had budgets
between $500,001 and $1,000,000,
and 15.4 percent had budgets exceed-
ing $1 million. These data agree
closely with those reported by Wen-
strup and Dowidchuk (1999) in their
smaller sample of shelters. Finally the
shelters in The HSUS survey reported
a mean of fourteen full-time (median:
six) and five part-time (median:
three) employees.

As Rowan (1992a) noted, the larger
shelters handle a disproportionately
large percentage of the animals. Thus
in New Jersey, where the average shel-
ter is small and town-based, 30 per-
cent of the shelters handled 82 per-
cent of the shelter animals. In
Washington State, where the shelters
are typically larger and county-based,
30 percent of the shelters handled 63
percent of the animals. Therefore if
data were collected from the largest
50–60 percent of shelters (or approx-
imately 1,500 entities), it is reason-
ably certain that these shelters would
account for at least 90 percent of the
animals handled annually.
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Table 8
The Animal Intake/Disposition Experience 
of One Large California Shelter 

Year Dogs Cats Total RTC/ADOP Euth.

1970 23,500 22,600 49,100 9,130 37,025

1971 26,425 20,785 46,210 7,095 39,935

1972 18,265 14,212 32,477 7,650 24,917

1973 20,034 14,920 34,954 9,278 25,676

1974 17,131 10,890 28,021 9,989 18,032

1975 15,019 10,052 25,071 9,552 15,519

1976 12,530 8,528 21,058 7,250 13,808

1977 11,199 8,001 19,200 6,770 12,430

1978 9,949 6,899 16,148 5,073 11,775

1979 8,969 6,055 15,054 5,870 9,154

1980 7,603 6,628 14,231 5,580 8,651

1981 8,235 6,888 15,123 5,634 9,489

1982 8,301 7,833 16,144 5,789 10,345

1983 8,199 6,729 14,928 4,922 10,006

1984 8,360 6,639 14,999 5,041 9,958

1985 8,477 7,014 15,491 5,522 9,969

1986 8,141 8,010 16,151 6,099 10,052

1987 7,165 8,710 15,875 5,962 9,913

1988 7,171 8,916 16,087 6,199 9,888

1989 6,843 9,021 15,864 6,274 9,590

1990 5,866 9,211 15,077 6,088 9,009

1991 5,224 9,442 14,666 6,042 8,624

1992 5,226 9,702 14,928 6,176 8,752

1993 5,116 8,257 13,373 5,902 7,471

1994 4,723 7,312 12,035 5,797 6,238

1995 4,894 6,963 11,857 5,544 6,313

1996 4,925 6,499 11,424 5,624 5,800

1997 4,934 5,866 10,800 5,470 5,330

Source: Savesky 2001



Tables 9a, 9b, and 9c provide data
from New Jersey on dog and cat
entries into the state shelters, and on
outcomes. (These data were compiled
by Dr. Gary Patronek of Tufts Univer-
sity from materials provided in 1998
by Colin Campbell of New Jersey.)
New Jersey had established a program
in 1984 to support low-cost steriliza-
tion of pets in needy households, but
the program also required all shelters
to register with the state health
department and provide baseline data
on animal acquisition and disposi-
tion. As the tables indicate, euthana-
sia rates declined from 1984 to 1997,
although rates for cats remained
higher than those for dogs (primarily
because the RTC rate is so much
lower for cats than for dogs). There
are approximately 7.8 million people
living in about 3 million households

in New Jersey. Pet surveys indicate
that these households probably
include more than one million dogs
and cats. Thus New Jersey shelters
impound less than 2.5 percent of the
dog population per annum (euthaniz-
ing less than 0.75 percent) and 3 per-
cent of the cat population (euthaniz-
ing less than 1.5 percent). A
comparison of these rates with the
national shelter euthanasia rates of
20 percent or more in the early 1970s
makes apparent how much progress
has been made in dealing with pet
homelessness!

Population Dynamics
The next advance during the 1970s in
utilizing data to define and address
the pet population crisis involved
treating the transfer of owned ani-

mals to animal shelters not as an iso-
lated event but as one piece of a
dynamic process that is composed of
many elements. The concept of a pet
population model began as an esti-
mate of animal populations from the
readily available human population
data (Schneider and Vaida 1975, Nas-
sar and Mosier 1980), and subse-
quently was developed into a popula-
tion model that could be utilized to
estimate pet (or dog) populations in
any community (Nassar, Mosier, and
Williams 1984; Patronek and Rowan
1995). The models essentially track
the source and number of animals
entering the owned pet population in
a defined area; what percentage of
them enter the shelter system; and
the population’s final disposition. The
population dynamics model is an
important development in our under-
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Table 9a
Trends in New Jersey Dog Shelter Intakes and Euthanasia

Returned to Dead on Euth.
Year Impounded Care-giver Adopted Euth. Arrival Rate (percent)

1984 95,813 14,372 19,360 47,703 7,000 53.7 

1985 80,071 13,067 17,605 40,757 7,455 56.1 

1986 75,784 12,604 20,365 37,115 7,669 54.5 

1987 81,876 13,717 22,597 40,400 7,051 54.0 

1988 72,887 12,560 21,917 34,175 6,110 51.2 

1989 73,974 12,422 21,350 33,408 5,552 48.8 

1990 66,870 12,426 21,273 28,937 5,126 46.9 

1991 60,901 11,914 21,210 22,379 4,940 40.0 

1992 56,760 13,290 20,030 20,131 3,641 37.9 

1993 55,480 12,765 18,924 18,502 3,739 35.8 

1994 52,092 13,375 19,372 15,188 3,426 31.2 

1995 48,954 12,565 17,951 14,880 3,021 32.4 

1996 52,791 13,178 17,489 17,429 2,993 35.0 

1997 50,779 13,991 19,328 15,294 2,902 31.9 

Note: The euthanasia rate is calculated by dividing the total euthanized 
by the total impounded less those who are dead on arrival.

Source: Data collated and provided by G. Patronek, from annual reports 
from C. Campbell (New Jersey Health Department) in 1998.



standing of the pet population. Chal-
lenges to implementing the model
include continued lack of standard-
ized data in most communities and a
lack of data on stray populations,
especially in regard to cats.

The National Council
on Pet Population
Study and Policy
In 1993 the National Council on Pet
Population Study and Policy (NCPP-
SP) was established as a coalition of
interest groups with the goal of gath-
ering and analyzing reliable data in
order to characterize the number, ori-
gin, and disposition of owned dogs
and cats in the United States and to
make recommendations on program
and policy development to address
the pet population crisis (Zawistowski

et al. 1998). NCPPSP’s main mission
was to be a driving force in centraliz-
ing and standardizing data collection
for animal shelters. 

The group initiated its shelter sur-
vey in 1994. It sent surveys to the
4,700 known sheltering agencies and
requested a variety of data, including
the number of dogs and cats handled,
returned to their caregiver, adopted,
and euthanized. The survey was
repeated three more times. Unfortu-
nately it experienced a relatively low
response rate (approximately 23 per-
cent, or 1,100 shelters and other
organizations) and a limited overlap
of respondents (Zawistowski et al.
1998). (Reportedly only 396 shelters
responded in all four surveys, M. Arm-
strong, personal communication, n.d.
2003.) The authors of this chapter
believe that municipal shelters were

over-represented: in two of the sur-
veys, these shelters accounted for 53
and 46 percent of the sample respec-
tively. 

Overall the surveys reported that
63 percent of animals being handled
by the participating shelters were
euthanized (71 percent of cats and 56
percent of dogs). Moreover dogs were
returned to their caregivers at signif-
icantly higher rates than cats (16 per-
cent versus 2 percent), while adop-
tion rates were approximately 25
percent for both species (Zawistowski
et al. 1998). These findings were sim-
ilar to those of other studies.

After the 1996 shelter survey, the
NCPPSP focused its efforts on imple-
menting a regional shelter relinquish-
ment study, a research project
designed to explore pet and house-
holder characteristics of cases where
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Table 9b
Trends in New Jersey Cat Shelter Intakes and Euthanasia

Returned to Dead on Euth.
Year Impounded Care-giver Adopted Euth. Arrival Rate (percent)

1984 62,747 2,042 11,951 34,863 7,000 62.5 

1985 53,788 765 13,292 32,365 7,044 69.2 

1986 57,998 1,021 15,728 35,198 7,813 70.1 

1987 72,243 1,153 17,690 45,506 8,509 71.4 

1988 72,887 993 18,668 42,820 7,347 65.3 

1989 75,380 1,190 18,658 45,432 7,542 67.0 

1990 74,491 1,117 28,826 44,225 8,524 67.0 

1991 70,515 1,446 18,582 39,102 7,462 62.0 

1992 67,891 1,524 18,064 41,569 6,392 67.6 

1993 63,424 1,517 18,087 34,756 7,381 62.0 

1994 66,802 2,133 21,005 36,419 7,256 61.2 

1995 64,974 1,202 20,361 33,359 5,831 56.4 

1996 66,181 1,411 20,529 35,873 2,993 56.8 

1997 60,172 1,394 20,990 31,597 5,389 57.7 

Note: The euthanasia rate is calculated by dividing the total euthanized 
by the total impounded less those who are dead on arrival.

Source: Data collated and provided by G. Patronek, from annual reports 
from C. Campbell (New Jersey Health Department) in 1998.



animals are relinquished. The survey,
which involved four regions of the
United States and twelve shelters,
resulted in a database of thousands of
animals (Salman et al. 1998). It is the
most ambitious and extensive survey
of the pet population crisis to date.
This research effort reflected an
increasing shift away from focusing
on collecting shelter population data
to a concentration on determining
the characteristics of animals in shel-
ters; the characteristics of their previ-
ous households; and the circum-
stances leading to their transition to
the shelter.

Several studies have characterized
the shelter animal population in
terms of age, breed, and sterilization
status. In a study conducted at a
Pennsylvania shelter, 72.5 percent of
dogs were one year of age or older
and 59 percent of incoming dogs

were mixed breed (Patronek, Glick-
man, and Moyer 1995). Results from
the NCPPSP’s regional shelter study
showed that most dogs and cats sur-
rendered to shelters were between
five months and three years of age.
Sixty-eight percent of dogs and 93
percent of cats were mixed breed
(Salman et al. 1998). In the same
study, animals relinquished by their
care-givers were more likely to be
intact, younger, and mixed breed
(New et al. 2000). Another study of
186 shelters found that only 13 per-
cent of animals entering shelters
were puppies and kittens, apparently
confirming the anecdotes that pup-
pies are become rarer in the shelter
population (Wenstrup and Dowid-
chuk 1999). However few shelters
from the Southeast, the Southwest,
and the Midwest, where puppies are still
common, participated in this survey.

Numerous studies have defined
shelter populations in terms of ani-
mals surrendered by their care-givers
versus animals arriving at the shelters
as strays and have identified varia-
tions in these populations by region
as well as species. One survey found
that approximately 54 percent of the
shelter population was stray and
approximately 42 percent was surren-
dered, with no significant differences
between cats and dogs (Wenstrup and
Dowidchuk 1999). In contrast unpub-
lished data from Massachusetts indi-
cated that 73 percent of dogs were
surrendered and 27 percent were
stray, while 42 percent of cats were
surrendered and 58 percent were
stray (Clancy, Birkholz, and Luke
1996). Such differences from one
region to another reflect the chang-
ing ecology of stray animals. Many
communities, particularly in the
Northeast, report a minimal or nonex-
istent stray dog population, while the
majority of the country is grappling
with the remaining stray and feral cat
population (Patronek 1998).

Clancy, Birkholz, and Luke found
that, of 143,456 dogs and cats admit-
ted to Massachusetts shelters in

1995, 36 percent were adopted, 34
percent were euthanized, and 20 per-
cent were returned to their care-giv-
ers (1996). In addition a recent
review of shelter demographic data
reportedly collected from every “ma-
jor” (major not defined) shelter in
the country calculated a national
euthanasia estimate of 4.4 million,
the lowest estimate ever recorded.
According to this review, which in-
cluded an examination of trends over
time, the euthanasia or disposal of
animals in shelters likely peaked at
approximately 23.4 million in 1970;
by 1992 the number had dropped to
an estimated 5.7 million. (The ASPCA
data provided in Figure 1 indicate
that shelter euthanasia may have
peaked fifty years earlier. However
there were far fewer shelters in the
1930s–1950s, so each shelter may
have had to handle a larger number of
stray and homeless animals.)  Esti-
mates for 1999 and 2000 were 4.5
million and 4.6 million, respectively.
The 2001 evaluation concluded that
the lowest rate of shelter euthanasia
was in the Northeast and the highest
in the South, with significant decreas-
es in euthanasia rates occurring in
the Midwest and the Sunbelt (Clifton
2002).

Two studies have confirmed that a
sizable proportion of pet care-givers
bring their pets to animal shelters to
be euthanized. Data from a Pennsylva-
nia shelter indicate that 17.2 percent
of care-giver-relinquished animals
were brought to the shelter for imme-
diate euthanasia (Patronek, Glick-
man, and Moyer 1995). The regional
shelter survey (Kass et al. 2001)
found similar results: of 4,000 ani-
mals surrendered, 24 percent of dogs
and 17 percent of cats were surren-
dered for immediate euthanasia. The
primary reasons care-givers gave for
requesting this service included old
age, serious illness, and serious
behavior problems. The median
length of care-giving of these animals
was ten years (Kass et al. 2001). This
illustrates a function of the animal
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Table 9c
Trends in 
New Jersey
Euthanasia Rates

Euth.
Year Impounded Rate (%)

1984 158,560 57.1 

1985 133,859 61.3 

1986 133,782 61.1 

1987 154,119 62.0 

1988 145,774 58.2 

1989 149,354 57.9 

1990 141,361 57.3 

1991 131,416 51.7 

1992 124,651 53.8 

1993 118,904 49.4 

1994 118,894 47.7 

1995 113,928 45.9 

1996 118,972 47.2 

1997 110,951 45.7 

Source: Data collated and provided by 
G. Patronek, from annual reports from 
C. Campbell (New Jersey Health 
Department) in 1998.



shelter that has been overlooked—
that of potentially providing a euth-
anasia outlet and support for grieving
pet care-givers. It also demonstrates
that not all animals handled by shel-
ters are potential candidates for
adoption and adds another dimension
to our understanding of the pet pop-
ulation situation.

Risk Factors for
Relinquishment
Several studies have increased our
understanding of some of the charac-
teristics of care-giver relinquishment
and have identified potential risk fac-
tors for relinquishment of pets to ani-
mal shelters. It is no surprise that
there are differences for dogs and
cats. The first good study of this
issue—a case-control study in a com-
munity in Indiana—compared two
groups of pet care-givers: those who
had surrendered a pet to an animal
shelter and those representing a ran-
dom sample of pet care-givers in the

community who had not surrendered
an animal. Tables 10a and 10b outline
the major risk factors for cats and
dogs that were identified in this study
(Patronek et al. 1996a, 1996b). 

The study authors used a measure-
ment called an Odds Ratio (OR) to
assess what factors might make a dog
or cat more likely to be relinquished
by a care-giver. In developing an OR,
a researcher identifies a factor (such
as not visiting a veterinarian in the
previous year) and then compares the
group of animals who have that char-
acteristic with a group who have a
related but different characteristic
(e.g., visiting a veterinarian once a
year). Usually an odds ratio of greater
than 2 is considered a significant dif-
ference. As Table 10a shows, the data
collected by Patronek et al (1996a)
refute at least one cherished belief
(that dogs received as gifts or from
pet stores are more likely to be given
up) and confirm a number of others
(that age is an important factor in
relinquishment of dogs). The shelter

community needs to be concerned
that dogs acquired from their facili-
ties are more likely to be relinquished
and should emphasize the impor-
tance of pet care-givers establishing
strong relationships with a veterinari-
an (their “other family doctor”).

The OR data for cats is less inter-
esting. Having a veterinarian is im-
portant but not so major a factor as it
is for dogs, and shelter cats are not
more likely to be relinquished than
cats obtained from other sources. The
relinquishment age data are very sim-
ilar for dogs and cats.

These data are consistent with both
previous and later studies that found
that surrendered dogs were obtained
most frequently from family or friends
at no charge (Arkow and Dow 1984;
Salman et al. 1998). 

The NCPPSP’s Regional Shelter
Survey identified the top ten reasons
for relinquishment based on 3,772
interviews of care-givers who surren-
dered a pet to the participating shel-
ters. While these studies found many

Companion Animal Demographics in the United States: A Historical Perspective 21

Table 10a
Risk factors for Dog Relinquishment: Indiana (odds ratios)

Characteristic OR Characteristic OR

Purchased or adopted 1 Two or more visits per year 1

Received as gift 0.6 One visit per year 2.6

Free from previous care-giver 3.0 Less than one visit per year 6.2

No veterinary visits 40.4

Source: private (cost > $100) 1 Relinquishment age > 5 years 1

Source: private (cost: $31–$100) 3.6 Relinquishment age  3–5 years 4.1

Source: private (cost  < $31) 5.0 Relinquishment age 0.5–3 years 9.7

Source: unknown 1.0 Relinquishment age < 0.5 years 18.3

Source: pet store 0.75 Acquisition age < 0.5 years 1

Source: born in home 4.0 Acquisition age 0.5–1 year 1.5

Source: stray 3 Acquisition age: 1–2 years 2.8

Source: shelter 6.1 Acquisition age > 4 years 2.1

Source: Patronek et al. 1996a



similarities between dogs and cats,
there are a few differences (Table 11).
The most common reasons for relin-
quishment include animal-centered
issues, such as behavior and pet ill-
ness, as well as care-giver-centered
issues, such as landlord issues and
personal problems (Salman et al.
1998).

In the regional shelter survey, mov-
ing was the primary reason for sur-
render of dogs and the number three
reason for surrender of cats. Most
care-givers in this category were in
the 25–39 age range and had lived
with their pets for less than two years,
perhaps suggesting that attachment
or bonding factors may play a role in
these surrenders. Additionally 40.8
percent of care-givers in this category
noted that they were unable to find
suitable new housing that would
accommodate their pets, suggesting
that working with landlords and hous-
ing authorities may be a helpful long-
term strategy for care-givers in this
group. Some relinquishers acknowl-
edged that other factors may have
played a role in their decision to sur-
render their pets when moving, such
as behavior issues (New et al. 1999).

The study also grouped the 71 dis-
tinct reasons for relinquishment into

three classes: health/personal issues
(relating to the care-giver), behav-
ioral (relating to the pet), and hous-
ing. Health/personal issues repre-
sented the leading class of surrender
for cats and the third most significant
class for dogs (after behavioral and
housing, respectively). The top three
reasons for surrender in the
health/personal issues category for
cats were a family member’s allergy
to cats, care-giver personal problems,
and a new baby in the house. An
examination of the same category for
dogs revealed that lack of time, care-
giver personal problems, and allergies
were the most common (Scarlett et
al. 1999).

The regional shelter survey
revealed that many care-givers sur-
veyed gave several different reasons
for surrender, indicating that decid-
ing to surrender a pet is a complex,
multifaceted process. Indeed an
ethnographic study of care-givers who
had relinquished their pets found
that a combination of challenges in
the pet care-giver relationship com-
bined with lifestyle pressures ulti-
mately led to the relinquishment of
the pet. In most cases the care-giver
had accepted responsibility for the
animal because otherwise he or she

would have been taken to the shelter
or abandoned. In other words the peo-
ple started off as reluctant care-
givers. These care-givers then tolerat-
ed the situation with the new animal
for a varying period of time (up to a
year) and put off relinquishment of
the pet because such an action was
perceived as a negative one that was
likely to result in euthanasia. One
other important finding of this study
was that most of the relinquishers
had other animals that were not
being surrendered!  This speaks to
the importance of developing early
intervention strategies that identify
and support “at-risk” pet relation-
ships (DiGiacomo, Arluke, and
Patronek 1998). 

Shelters and
Data Collection
and Analysis
Clearly there was a call for more
attention to pet population and ani-
mal shelter demographics in the
1990s, but it is unclear what impact
this has had in terms of changing
policies and procedures of animal
shelters. The focus of animal shelters
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Table 10b
Risk Factors for Cat Relinquishment: Indiana (odds ratios)

Characteristic OR Characteristic OR

Purchased or adopted 1 Two or more veterinary visits per year 1

Received as gift 0.7 One veterinary visit per year 0.6

Free from previous care-giver 2.0 Less than one veterinary visit per year 0.9

No veterinary visits 3.1

Source: private breeder or care-giver 1 Relinquishment age > 5 yrs 1

Source: pet store 1.2 Relinquishment age 3–5 years 4.3

Source: born in home 0.9 Relinquishment age 0.5–3 years 7.3

Source: stray 0.6 Relinquishment age < 0.5 years 14.2

Source: shelter 0.7

Source: Patronek et al. 1996b



has always been, and continues to be,
direct animal care, and accomplish-
ments relating to saving animals’
lives and promoting adoption contin-
ue to be the emphasis of direct mail
campaigns and other fundraising
efforts. Most shelters are short-staffed
and operate under stressful condi-
tions and with limited budgets. Under
such circumstances it is understand-
able that they may have difficulty rec-
ognizing the value of numbers and
statistics, especially when immediate
problems are clamoring (literally) for
attention. 

A relatively small proportion of the
animal sheltering community attends
organized educational events regular-
ly. Few subscribe to the academic
journals in which much of this data is
published. However Animal People
regularly reports on shelter animal
handling (Clifton 2002), Animal Shel-
tering Magazine now includes more
data in its pages, and the NCPPSP
website (which includes copies of
NCPPSP studies) enjoys a healthy
traffic. Therefore it is likely that the
latest data is reaching a greater, but
still small, proportion of the animal
sheltering community. A decreasing
number of facilities lack basic 
computer technology that would
facilitate the collection of data. Re-
cent attempts at increasing organiza-
tion awareness of the importance of
data collection have focused on iden-
tifying what data shelters need to col-
lect. Future efforts need to provide
guidance regarding data analysis
(Wenstrup and Dowidchuk 1999).
Shelters that do perform analysis
should be encouraged to publish their
data, so that the information is avail-
able to other shelters and can serve as
a model (Patronek and Zawistowski
2002). 

To make it easier for shelters to
develop data management protocols,
several software packages for animal
shelters have come on the market,
including Chameleon and PetWhere.
Some packages are offered free of
charge to shelters. Generally such
software allows for the collection of
basic admission and disposition data
and also allows the databases to be

adapted to meet a shelter’s specific
needs. (The ASPCA has taken over
responsibility for PetWhere and will
continue to distribute it free of
charge.) 

In addition a trend toward collabo-
ration in the sheltering community
began to develop in the 1980s. This
trend has increased awareness of the
relevance of data collection and the
issue of facilitating data sharing. Col-
laboration is occurring among shel-
ters within a community area (e.g.,
the Washington, D.C., Denver, and
San Francisco regions), and between
shelters and other animal protection
organizations, educational institu-
tions, corporations, and the business
sector. An increasing number of foun-
dations and grant programs are fund-
ing companion animal welfare pro-
jects. Many of these foundations are
requiring relevant, reliable, and con-
sistent data in order to evaluate grant
applicants and assess the success of
funded projects (personal communi-
cation, N. DiGiacomo, n.d. 2002).
Maddie’s Fund, a well-endowed foun-
dation, was founded in 1999 specifi-
cally to fund collaborative projects
that seek to “guarantee loving homes

for healthy shelter dogs and cats
across the country,” and to “save the
sick and injured pets in animal shel-
ters” (Maddie’s Fund 2002). Lastly
donors are increasingly asking for sta-
tistical data, in addition to informa-
tion regarding an organization’s mis-
sion and programs, in order to make
donation decisions.

While sterilization programs have
remained a priority for many shelter
organizations, the late 1990s saw a
shift in organizational approach and
program development. Due in part to
the new data on care-giver relinquish-
ment and behavior issues (and proba-
bly in part to the declining number of
animals entering shelters, which
potentially frees up resources for new
initiatives), more shelters have devot-
ed time and money to developing
behavior programs. These programs
range from largely informal approach-
es, in which potential adopters are
educated about behavior issues and
receive some training on site, to
ambitious, structured programs tar-
geted to current pet care-givers as
well as the shelter dog population.
Structured programs include behav-
ior help lines, formal classes, and the

Companion Animal Demographics in the United States: A Historical Perspective 23

Table 11
Top Ten Reasons Nationally 
for Pet Relinquishment 

Dogs Cats

Moving Too many in house

Landlord issues Allergies

Cost of pet maintenance Moving

No time for pet Cost of pet maintenance

Inadequate facilities Landlord issues

Too many pets at home No homes for littermates

Pet illness House soiling

Personal problems Personal problems

Biting Inadequate facilities

No homes for littermates Doesn’t get along with other pets

Source: Kass et al. 2001



work of on-staff trainers and behav-
iorists. The HSUS established the Pets
for Life National Training Center in
collaboration with Denver Dumb
Friends League in 1999 to provide
education and training for shelter
personnel in companion animal
behavior. This project is part of a
broader HSUS campaign focusing on
developing new ways to strengthen
pet care-giver relationships.

Future
Directions
New data on pet populations are
beginning to move U.S. pet popula-
tion policies in new directions.
Nonetheless some significant deficits
continue to slow progress. These
include the failure to standardize and
broaden data collection on such basic
questions as how many animal shel-
ters there are in the United States
and how many animals are eutha-
nized each year. 

Brestrup (1997) and Fennell
(1999) have challenged some of the
prevailing views about pet population
policies. Fennell, for example,
approaches the issue from the per-
spective of a free market and suggests
that discounting the consumer
aspects of pet care-giving may be
shortsighted. She observes that new
perspective may be gained by examin-
ing the application of the laws of sup-
ply and demand, and the economic
and cultural forces that govern the
“production” and destruction of
owned dogs and cats. Fennell argues a
market model would shift the focus
from placing blame on prodigal pet
care-givers to a focus on the charac-
teristics and roots of consumer
choice regarding pets. Moreover
research into what pet care-givers
want may ultimately give animal shel-
ters the tools they need to shift con-
sumer demand in their direction. Fen-
nell notes that the market for puppies
and kittens, as represented by the pet
store and breeding industries, is rela-
tively orderly, well developed, easily
accessible, and well understood by

the public, despite the significant
companion animal welfare concerns
sometimes associated with these
businesses. In contrast she argues
that, from the public’s perspective,
the business of “re-homing” animals
has been poorly organized, often inac-
cessible, and not well understood. 

Many shelters are beginning to
acknowledge the importance of mar-
keting techniques by redesigning
their facilities—both the physical
plant and their policies and proce-
dures—to make their organizations
more “user-friendly” and appealing to
the public. There is growing recogni-
tion that shelter animals must be pre-
sented in the best possible light in
order to attract a greater pool of
potential adopters. A recent study
that examined predictors of adoption
versus euthanasia outcomes rein-
forces this view: age, sex, coat color,
and reason for surrender were impor-
tant predictors for adoption. Dogs
with brindle or black coats were least
likely to be adopted, while cats with
white, color point, or gray coats were
more likely to be adopted than their
brown or black counterparts (Lepper,
Kass, and Hart 2002). One policy
application of these data would be the
development of creative means to
bring positive attention to animals
such as the brown and black cats who
otherwise may be passed over.

New Research
Directions
A largely overlooked area of investiga-
tion in pet population and shelter
demographics is post-adoption follow-
up. This investigation would be the
logical next phase in long-term reso-
lution of the pet population crisis.
Little published data exists on failed
adoption rates, including animals
who are returned to the shelter as
well as those who end up in other
homes or shelters; on the duration of
the adoptive relationship; on the
short-term and long-term challenges
for the adopter; and on the evaluation
of effective support services. In addi-
tion there is very little information on

the effectiveness of adoption pre-
screening systems. Do some adopter
prescreens produce better outcomes
(fewer failed adoptions) than others?
As shelters continue to debate the
practicality, usefulness, and ethics of
various adoption protocols, it would
appear that only sound data will serve
to provide solid answers (Patronek
and Zawistowski 2002). 

Adoptions now take place in a vari-
ety of venues. “Virtual shelters,” in
which potential adopters can learn
about available animals, are common-
place, and Petfinder.com is one of the
2,000 most-visited websites in the
world. A recent study evaluated adop-
tion success at three locations: a tra-
ditional animal shelter setting, an off-
site adoption site at a pet store
(PETsMART), and a special event
“adoptathon.” Satisfaction and reten-
tion were found to be associated with
the pet’s personality, behavior, and
compatibility with the new house-
hold. The level of satisfaction with the
adoption experience was not related
to adoption setting. The survey iden-
tified some significant and troubling
potential challenges to adoption fol-
low-up: a full 58 percent of adopters
could not be reached two weeks after
adoption, and 6 percent of adopters
declined to provide any information
(Neidhart and Boyd 2002). The low
success of the follow-up may have
been related to the fact that the adop-
tion centers were not traditional,
well-established shelters. Anecdotal
reports claim that well-established
shelters (e.g., those in Marin County,
California) have a much better rate of
reaching and gaining the cooperation
of adopters in post-adoption surveys.

A deeper understanding is needed
concerning the decisions leading to
adoption and euthanasia in the shel-
ter, and the potential effect these
decisions have on both shelter opera-
tions and shelter employees. As
euthanasia rates continue to fall, a
paradoxical result may be that the
stressful effect of euthanasia on the
employee and the organization (cf.
Arluke and Sanders 1996, Arluke, in
this volume) increases. It might seem
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likely that, as the number of euth-
anasias in a shelter falls (see Tables
9a, 9b, and 9c), the related stress
might also decline. However as
euthanasia becomes less routine, it is
also possible that the opposite might
happen. Arluke (this volume) pro-
vides hints that this might be the
case. The HSUS as of 2003 was sup-
porting a euthanasia study through
Bowling Green University and provid-
ing “Compassion Fatigue” workshops
that included the use of a survey
instrument to measure both burnout
and compassion fatigue. Initial
results indicated that both compas-
sion fatigue and burnout rates are
very high among shelter employees
(R. Roop, personal communication,
n.d. 2002). As debate about euthana-
sia in shelters, and about the mean-
ing of the terms adoptable and non-
adoptable, continues, Americans
desperately need some actual data to
determine how best to proceed.

It also is necessary to go one step
further in exploring regional and
species differences. While regional
differences have been identified and
acknowledged, these data have not
been utilized to discover the general
criteria or patterns underlying the
differences (Wenstrup and Dowid-
chuk 2001). Such information would
enable researchers to get at the root
causes of the pet population crisis.
The questions to ask are: Why do
these differences exist? What do they
mean? What societal, cultural, and
educational forces drive pet care-
giver choices? In order to discover the
answers to these questions, humane
societies will need to broaden their
point of reference. Past research has
demonstrated consistently that ani-
mal shelters are not the most com-
mon source of pet dogs and cats—
and are not the only care-giver option
for pet relinquishment (Patronek and
Zawistowski 2002). Prospective, long-
term studies of representative pet
care-giving populations, as well as a
more visible role for animal shelters
in the community, will enable shelters
to become more common choices of
potential care-givers and to provide

increasingly professional advice and
support for pet care-givers in the
community.
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