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The Go-To Guide for Animal Services
Animal services departments, whether housed within government or contracted to 
nonprofit partners, are often asked to solve complex social, public-health, and safety 
challenges with limited budgets, aging infrastructure, outdated ordinances, and 
intense public scrutiny.

Too often, local leaders inherit systems that were designed decades ago, systems 
built around reaction rather than prevention, shelter intake rather than community 
solutions and enforcement rather than support.

This guide was created for the people tasked with changing that and includes high 
level summaries of programming and processes along with resource links.

If you are a city or county manager, mayor, councilmember, budget officer, attorney, 
law enforcement, or department head responsible for animal control and/or 
sheltering, or a non-profit animal welfare organization with municipal responsibilities 
and contracts, these pages are meant to give you a concise, data-driven roadmap for 
building an animal welfare system that is fiscally responsible, operationally efficient, 
legally sound, and aligned with modern community expectations.

History
Many people don’t know the origin story of our field. Here is its history.

The mass confinement of dogs (and later cats) began in the later 1800s and early 
1900s as a means to remove and exterminate dogs from the street who were 
considered dangerous or a rabies threat to people, however accurate or appropriate. 
Inhumane euthanasia remained the end result the majority of the time, and the 
system was based on the separation of pets from any people who were caring for 
them.

 
This historical/traditional animal welfare system is outdated and does not serve the 
needs of modern-day society and how we live with pets. This guide is for municipal 
leaders, elected or appointed, who have the obligation to create an animal welfare 
system that is effective and efficient, provides for public and animal safety, 
and is committed to lifesaving. Humane euthanasia should be reserved for large, 
community-unsafe dogs and medical cases (any species) beyond hope or resources.

https://academic.oup.com/jah/article-abstract/98/4/998/922227
https://academic.oup.com/jah/article-abstract/98/4/998/922227
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c335/cd7e6468d31d1595acc59195fc1cb1a58be4.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38731258/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38731258/
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A Modern Perspective on the Role of Pets: Relevant 
National Facts/Data & Formulas
How important are pets in our society? Roughly half of all households have a dog or 
cat.

Volume of People/Household with Pets

→ 15% Growth  •  $157B Projected Revenue

2023

82M
94M

2025

The pet industry is expected to have generated $157 billion in 2025 as the pet owning 
population has increased from 82 million households in 2023 to 94 million in 2025.

 

68M  Households

49M  Households

Species Breakdown (2025)

In terms of species breakdown (2025 data): about 68 million U.S. households own a 
dog, and 49 million own a cat.

https://americanpetproducts.org/news/the-american-pet-products-association-appa-releases-2025-state-of-the-industry-report
https://todaysveterinarybusiness.com/pet-ownership-study-040725/
https://americanpetproducts.org/news/the-american-pet-products-association-appa-releases-2025-state-of-the-industry-report
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How People Feel About Their Pets: In a 2023 survey, more than half of pet owners 
(51%) said their pets are “as much a part of their family as a human member.” In that 
same survey, among all pet owners, 97% said their pets are part of their family.
 
The American Veterinary Medical Association reports:

•	 89.7 million pet dogs in US
•	 74.1 million pet cats in US
•	 163.8 million pet dogs and cats in the United States

 
According to 2025 data from Shelter Animals Count:

•	 There are 4,100 brick and mortar shelters in the US and 9,371 non-profit rescue 
groups (no building).

•	 Shelter Intake 2025: 3 million cats and 2.8 million dogs, for a total of 5.8 million, 
approximately 2% fewer than in 2024. 

•	 Since 2019, intake is continuing to decrease. Intake is not the problem.
 
From the 2023-2025 Shelter Animals Count Field Services Report:

 

Reference: Shelter Animals Count and National Animal Control Association Report

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/07/07/about-half-us-of-pet-owners-say-their-pets-are-as-much-a-part-of-their-family-as-a-human-member/
https://www.avma.org/resources-tools/reports-statistics/us-pet-ownership-statistics
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/2025-report
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/field-services-data-report-2025
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/animal-abuse-facts-and-statistics-2024/#:~:text=Animal%20shelter%20statistics,shelters%20in%20the%20United%20States.&text=Although%20intake%20has%20increased%20for,each%20year%20around%20the%20country.&text=3.2%20million%20in%20shelters%20are%20cats%2C%20while%203.1%20million%20are%20dogs.&text=About%2050%25%20of%20U.S.%20shelters%20are%20no%2Dkill.&text=An%20estimated%204.1%20million%20pets%20are%20adopted%20from%20shelters%20each%20year.&text=Although%20owner%20surrenders%20for%20dogs,the%20last%20quarter%20of%202023.&text=Non%2Dlive%20outcomes%20(euthanized%2C,8.4%25%20over%20the%20same%20period.
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What’s Happening in YOUR Community? 

Below are formulas to determine the number of pets in your community. Based on 
AVMA statistics:
Formula for pet ownership (dogs) 

•	 45.5% households own a dog x average 1.5 per household

Example for County:
•	 Population is 100,000 households
•	 45.5% is 45,500 households with dogs
•	 Average 1.8 dogs per household = 81,900 dogs

Formula for pet ownership (cats)
•	 32.1% households own a cat x average 1.8 per household

Example for County:
•	 Population is 100,000 households
•	 32.1% is 32,100 households with cats
•	 Average 1.8 cats per household = 57,780 cats

 
Estimating the number of free roaming cats

	🔗 The number of unaltered feral cats in a geographic area
	🔗 Outdoor cat population calculator
	🔗 Community cat calculator

Strategic Overarching Animal Welfare Goals
Unified leadership: 
(goal=most efficient animal welfare system) Over Field Services and Shelter 
Operations.

Responsible public policy:
(goal=most efficient animal welfare system) Should be the framework to provide 
public and animal safety in tandem with a life-saving mission, minimize complaints 
and eliminate waste of resources. 

 
Strategic Community Programming:
(goal=proactive programming) Helps constituents, pet owners and pets in better 
ways than shelter intake, is more compassionate, is fiscally responsible because is 
preventive and reduces reactive costs/enforcement calls/shelter intake.

 
Community-Minded Field Services:
(goal=most efficient animal welfare) Reserves enforcement actions for true 
perpetrators of cruelty/neglect/negligence, etc., reduces need for shelter intake, 
fiscally responsible because preventive/reduces reactive costs.

https://www.avma.org/resources-tools/reports-statistics/us-pet-ownership-statistics
https://sheltermedicine.wisc.edu/library/resources/is-there-a-method-of-estimating-the-number-of-unaltered-feral-cats-in-a-geographic-area
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fsmsharedlibrary-assets.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fckeditor_assets%2Fattachments%2F243%2FOutdoor_cat_population_calculator_2017_10_%25281%2529.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.communitycatspodcast.com/community-cat-calculator/
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Managed Coordinated Intake:
(goal=use finite shelter space as efficiently as possible) Means that shelter space is 
used for pets when all other better alternatives have been exhausted, so the need 
for intake is reduced. Better able to manage workload, responsible approach because 
preventive/reduces reactive costs, benefits constituents, pet owners, and pets in 
many ways.

Caring for Animals in Confinement; Shelter Population Management:
(goal=most efficient animal welfare system) Crucial regardless of what organization 
type is operating the shelter because a shelter stay is stressful for pets and therefore 
people. It also leads to negative sequelae such as: overcrowding that increases risk to 
animals and people; higher rates of infectious disease; inability to provide humane, 
appropriate care and housing that results in reactive, wasteful use of resources. The 
shortest length of stay to the best outcome should be a consistent goal.

 
Budget and Staffing:
(goal=reflect needed programming that may involve collaborations/partnerships) 
Municipalities have many competing social service responsibilities and it is imperative 
that the animal services department operates as efficiently as possible. 

 
Funding Opportunities for Pet Resource Services:
(goal=can reduce the municipal allocation required) Building partnerships, coalitions 
and community support gives community members avenues to support lifesaving.

 
Renovating and/or Building:
(goal=right-sizing a capital project) Animal spaces are uniquely specialized and 
exponentially more expensive to build than any other building type so it is crucial that 
programming is as efficient as possible.

 
Messaging/Social Media:
(goal=same as Funding Opps) Building partnerships, coalitions and community 
support while giving people avenues to support life-saving reduces the money each 
municipality must allocate.

Unified Leadership over Field Services and Shelter 
Operations
Field Services and Sheltering come together in an intricately interdependent system. 
It is most efficient for the same leader to oversee both, as intake and population 
management policies directly impact the sheltering operation in positive or negative 
ways.



Page 8

The caliber and effectiveness of the leader overseeing Field Services and/or Sheltering 
is more important than the type of organization they are employed by, although there 
are pros and cons with both municipal and non-profit infrastructures.

 
There are no industry standards or state mandates requiring specific oversight of the 
animal welfare system in a municipality. As a result, there is great variation among 
municipalities.

 

Reference: Shelter Animals Count and Shelter Animals Count

Key: Shelters with contracts may be public municipal shelters with non-profit contracts or 
vice versa, often referred to as hybrid shelters. Within a municipality at any given time, 
Field Services and/or Sheltering may be under:

•	 The county/city manager, administrator or mayor
•	 County commissioners or city council
•	 A department or sub-department under the above such as Public Works, Parks 

and Recreation, Code Enforcement, the Health Department, Police or the 
Sheriff, another municipality or non-profit, ideally through a Memorandum of 
Understanding/contract that is mutually beneficial.

 

https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/how-organization-type-shapes-shelter-trends-in-2025/
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Within any of these models, ownership of land and the facility varies along with 
maintenance and utility costs; all this should be addressed through the Memorandum 
of Understanding. 

Appendix A: Sample Contract Template from Team Shelter USA

Who Should Oversee Field Animal Services and Sheltering?

Aspect Municipal 
(Government)

Nonprofit
(Charitable/Rescue)

Official/Expert
Guidance

Funding 
Stability

Tax funded — 
intended to be 
predictable baseline 
support

Donation/grant 
based — funding may 
fluctuate

ASPCA: Adequate 
funding is essential 
for both public and 
private shelters to 
meet responsibilities 
Position Statement 
on Responsibilities of 
Animal Shelters | ASPCA

Legal Authority Has enforcement 
authority (animal 
control, licensing, 
cruelty investigations)

Limited authority; 
must contract with 
municipality for 
legal enforcement 
unless specialized for 
enforcement duties

NACA / Best Friends 
Manual: Government 
enforcement + nonprofit 
partnership is most 
effective People, Pets, 
and Policies | Best 
Friends AniHumane 
Animal Control Manual 
| Best Friends Animal 
Societymal Society
NACA Guidelines

Flexibility / 
Innovation

Bureaucratic; slower to 
adopt new programs

Highly adaptable; can 
innovate rapidly

Shelter Animals 
Count: Collaborative 
partnerships allow 
program expansion and 
innovation 
Home - Shelter 
Animals Count

Community 
Outreach / 
Prevention 
Programs

Often limited; may 
focus on reactive 
enforcement unless 
additional support 
exists

Often strong focus 
on pet retention, 
veterinary support, 
and education

SAC: Data on 
community programs 
essential for measuring 
impact 
Home - Shelter 
Animals Count

https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/people-pets-and-policies
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/NACA_Guidelines.pdf
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
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Aspect Municipal 
(Government)

Nonprofit
(Charitable/Rescue)

Official/Expert
Guidance

Accountability Public oversight; 
subject to elected 
officials

Board governance and 
donor accountability

SAC / ASPCA: Clear 
accountability and 
transparency are 
essential for effective 
services 
Position Statement 
on Responsibilities of 
Animal Shelters | ASPCA 
Home - Shelter 
Animals Count

Service Scope Mandatory coverage 
for field and shelter 
services

Can fill gaps, provide 
specialized programs, 
expand capacity

Best practice: 
Partnerships combine 
municipal coverage with 
nonprofit specialized 
services 
Humane Animal Control 
Manual | Best Friends 
Animal Societymal 
Society
National Animal Care 
& Control Association. 
Best Practices in Animal 
Control Management
NACA Guidelines

Pros Intended for stable 
baseline service; 
legal authority; public 
safety coordination, 
may or may not be 
open to fundraising

Mission-driven, 
flexible, community-
focused, able to 
fundraise

Hybrid systems 
leveraging both models 

Cons Limited flexibility; 
budget constraints; 
may underfund 
community programs

Variable funding; 
limited authority; 
dependent on 
contracts for official 
enforcement

Recommend combining 
strengths rather than 
choosing one model 
exclusively

 
Reference: jBank Consulting

References and Resources:
	🔗 NACA Position Statement on Unity of Animal Control and Sheltering
	🔗 All Shelters Are Not Alike – The Important Differences That Can Affect the 
Mission

	🔗 Understanding Organization Type Data

https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/humane-animal-control-manual?_gl=1*13x4zqy*_gcl_au*OTc2NDY3NTY1LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga*NjIxNDIzOTU0LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga_JDV4SZ13C8*czE3NzM0MTkyMzIkbzEkZzEkdDE3NzM0MjEzMTEkajkkbDAkaDA.
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/humane-animal-control-manual?_gl=1*13x4zqy*_gcl_au*OTc2NDY3NTY1LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga*NjIxNDIzOTU0LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga_JDV4SZ13C8*czE3NzM0MTkyMzIkbzEkZzEkdDE3NzM0MjEzMTEkajkkbDAkaDA.
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/humane-animal-control-manual?_gl=1*13x4zqy*_gcl_au*OTc2NDY3NTY1LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga*NjIxNDIzOTU0LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga_JDV4SZ13C8*czE3NzM0MTkyMzIkbzEkZzEkdDE3NzM0MjEzMTEkajkkbDAkaDA.
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/humane-animal-control-manual?_gl=1*13x4zqy*_gcl_au*OTc2NDY3NTY1LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga*NjIxNDIzOTU0LjE3NzM0MTkyMzA.*_ga_JDV4SZ13C8*czE3NzM0MTkyMzIkbzEkZzEkdDE3NzM0MjEzMTEkajkkbDAkaDA.
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/NACA_Guidelines.pdf
https://jbankconsulting.com/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Unity-of-Animal-Control-and-Sheltering.pdf
https://www.humaneworld.org/sites/default/files/docs/all-shelters-are-not-alike.pdf
https://www.humaneworld.org/sites/default/files/docs/all-shelters-are-not-alike.pdf
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/org-type-analysis-2024
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	🔗 Why Local Governments Should Be Required to Provide Animal Control 
Services

	🔗 Understanding Your Local Government & Animal Control Information for Cats
	🔗 Understanding Animal Welfare Organizations: Types of Shelters, Rescues, and 
Services

	🔗 ASPCA Position Statement on Responsibilities of Animal Shelters
	🔗 Best Friends Humane Animal Control Manual

Responsible Public Policy: Improves Efficiencies
All state statutes address animal cruelty and dangerous dog issues. They provide 
for varying elements and logistics, including issues such as stray holds, licensing 
requirements, etc.

	🔗 Animal Legal & Historical Center
	🔗 State and Local Animal Welfare Laws
	🔗 State Animal Anti-Cruelty Statutes Overview

Unfortunately, according to Shelter Animals Count, there are many more victims of 
animal cruelty and neglect that do not enter shelters or get help than do. This makes 
it crucial that Field Services teams and law enforcement focus on true perpetrators of 
cruelty and neglect instead of mass punitive actions that could be handled through 
community or proactive programming assistance. Furthermore, 70% of those people 
guilty of domestic violence also abuse animals, which highlights the importance of the 
One Health approach. 

Most animal welfare organizations do not budget sufficiently or have a well-thought-
out plan for large scale hoarding and cruelty cases. Whenever safe and possible, 
care in place until an alternative placement can be arranged is best while working 
on immediate disposition. Networking with other local shelters, area rescue groups, 
national organizations, and foster volunteers, as well as recruiting the community to 
help, are essential strategies. This will help avoid large scale intake of pets who are not 
likely to get appropriate care in confinement due to their large numbers. Additionally, 
operational costs may be offset with restitution payments, but these are rarely paid.
 
When local or state law enforcement is involved, several non-profit national animal 
welfare organizations do their best to assist, but do not always have the capacity. 
These include:

	🔗 ASPCA National Field Response Team 
	🔗 Humane World Animal Rescue Team
	🔗 Animal Rescue Corps
	🔗 Bissell Pet Foundation

 

https://animaladvocacyacademy.com/mandating-local-animal-control/
https://animaladvocacyacademy.com/mandating-local-animal-control/
https://www.alleycat.org/resources/guide-to-local-government-animal-control/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/understanding-animal-welfare-organizations/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/understanding-animal-welfare-organizations/
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-responsibilities-animal-shelters
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Best-Friends-Humane-Animal-Control-Manual.pdf
https://www.animallaw.info/
https://www.nal.usda.gov/animal-health-and-welfare/state-and-local-animal-welfare-laws
https://www.animallaw.info/article/state-animal-anti-cruelty-statutes-overview-0
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/animal-abuse-facts-and-statistics-2024/#:~:text=Animal%20shelter%20statistics,shelters%20in%20the%20United%20States.&text=Although%20intake%20has%20increased%20for,each%20year%20around%20the%20country.&text=3.2%20million%20in%20shelters%20are%20cats%2C%20while%203.1%20million%20are%20dogs.&text=About%2050%25%20of%20U.S.%20shelters%20are%20no%2Dkill.&text=An%20estimated%204.1%20million%20pets%20are%20adopted%20from%20shelters%20each%20year.&text=Although%20owner%20surrenders%20for%20dogs,the%20last%20quarter%20of%202023.&text=Non%2Dlive%20outcomes%20(euthanized%2C,8.4%25%20over%20the%20same%20period.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7246522/
https://www.cdc.gov/one-health/about/index.html
https://lawcommons.lclark.edu/alr/vol30/iss1/5/
https://lawcommons.lclark.edu/alr/vol30/iss1/5/
https://www.aspca.org/improving-laws-animals/public-policy/cost-care-legislation
https://www.aspcapro.org/nfr
https://www.humaneworld.org/en/contact-animal-rescue-team
https://animalrescuecorps.org/
https://www.bissellpetfoundation.org/programs/emergency/
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Recommendations to include Reason

Requirement for all entities utilizing
shelter services to abide by the same
ordinances in line with Best Practices

Ordinances in line with Best Practices are 
universal. Variations in ordinances within a 
community create unnecessary inefficiencies. 

Anti-tethering Tethering dogs as a means of
housing/restraint is considered inhumane.

Sterilization if dog designated dangerous Sterilized pets are less likely to roam to find
a mate. Testosterone is linked to aggression
and levels lowered when neutered. Nursing
mothers are more likely to protect their pups.

Provision for community cats (exclude
from leash law)

It is a societal norm for cats to have access to
the outdoors or live exclusively outdoors.

Guidelines for feeding community cats and
decreasing risk for wildlife

Community cats should be fed at regular
times, in containers that are removed after
cats eat and in areas least likely to attract or
interfere with wildlife.

Define community cat Any unowned free roaming cat that may 
be cared for by one or more residents of 
the immediate area who is/are known or 
unknown; a community cat may or may not 
be feral. Community cats that are ear tipped 
are sterilized and have received at least 
one vaccination against rabies. Community 
cats are exempt from any licensing, stray, 
abandonment, and at-large provisions 
directed towards owned animals. A 
community cat may also be defined as a cat 
“found” outside that is brought to an animal 
shelter and not yet sterilized/ear tipped.

For all other issues, state statutes, ordinances, and protocols have historically been 
created with good intentions. However, they are commonly created without data or
facts, and as a result many are outdated. It is crucial that all state laws, local 
ordinances, and protocols be aligned with baseline industry standards, especially since 
there are now ample data and studies to support a modern animal welfare system.

It is important to note that any changes in a local municipal ordinance may be more 
strict, but not more lax, than the state statute. Ordinances should provide pathways 
for accountability that both prevent and resolve issues without creating new ones.

Ordinance Revision Recommendations
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Recommendations to include Reason

Define community cat caregiver A person who provides care, including food, 
shelter, or medical care to a community 
cat, while not being considered the owner, 
custodian, harborer, controller, or keeper of a 
community cat or to have care or charge of a 
community cat. Caregivers must make every 
effort to minimize the impact on local
wildlife, feed the proper quantity of food 
for the number of cats in appropriate food 
containers, discard food containers daily, 
and feed only on their property or with the 
permission of another landowner (city, state 
or federal public property). Community cat 
caregivers shall not be deemed to own, have 
custody, care, or control of community cats. 
Community cat caregivers may redeem 
community cats from the shelter without 
proof of ownership and are exempt from any 
charges and/or fees.

Exclude Return-to-Field program from
abandonment clause

The intent of an abandonment clause is to
protect pets from being left in an unfamiliar
place. A Return-to-Field program involves
returning community cats to their home
location where they were already cared for.

Housing bite quarantine only if owner
unknown (pending dangerous dog
investigation is at the discretion of the
director)

Shelter space should be reserved for stray
pets with no other options or part of an
enforcement case. Owners of pets in need of
quarantine from a single incidence should be
responsible for the quarantine arrangements.

3-day stray hold for dogs over 5 months to
live outcome

Most stray dogs are reclaimed by their
owners within the first 3 days and LOS leads
to negative consequences. Nationally only
20% of stray dogs are reclaimed through a
shelter.

No stray hold for kittens and puppies under
5 months to live outcome

Kittens and puppies are at high risk of
contracting an infectious disease at the
shelter and are not part of the reunification
pool. LOS leads to negative consequences.
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Recommendations to include Reason

No stray hold for cats over 5 months to live
outcome

Less than 2% of stray cats are
reclaimed through a shelter. Studies show
that cats are 7 to 13 times more likely to find
their way home from the street or find
another home when compared to a shelter
(Ref Lord and Owen). Trap and euthanize is
ineffective at decreasing community cat
numbers. LOS leads to negative
consequences.

Foster during stray hold Overall, most of shelter population will not
be reclaimed. LOS leads to negative
consequences.

Cap on adoption fees Low adoption fees correlated with lower
LOS.

Provision to waive adoption fee Fee waived adoptions correlate to LOS. Fees
do not correlate to responsible pet ownership
or human-animal bond.

Financial incentive for services with
reclaim (spay/neuter, rabies vaccination
and microchip)

Fees, fines and citations prior to reclaim for a
stray at large and not part of an enforcement
case is a barrier to reclaim. Offering
incentive for services is beneficial for pet,
owner, shelter, and Field Services and 
provide sustainable resolution.

Allowance for spay/neuter agreement If pre-adoption spay/neuter not possible,
LOS leads to negative consequences.

Recommendations to exclude Reason

Memorandum of Understanding or
contracts with shelters not linked to
number of animals admitted

Shelter space should be reserved for public
and animal safety cases and pets with no
alternatives.

Field Officers do not convenience transport
owner surrenders or healthy community
cats for the purpose of shelter intake

Field Officers should focus on public and
animal safety and proactive community
programs.

Breed Specific Legislation No evidence that physical characteristics are
linked to aggression.

Pet Limits Not correlated to responsible pet ownership
or hoarding risk.
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Recommendations to exclude Reason

Regulation of community cat colonies or
caregivers

Does not promote partnership efforts with
caregivers and feeders, positions animal
control entity as the enemy. Resources
wasted with no positive outcome.

Mandatory spay/neuter for the general
public

No evidence that mandatory spay/neuter
linked to decreasing shelter intake, creates a
punitive action with no resolution, risk of
increasing shelter intake. (AVMA and
ASPCApro.org)

Reference: The Best Practice Playbook for Animal Shelters

Local laws should reflect state statutes regarding cruelty, neglect, dangerous dogs, 
address immediate disposition, and include the response process to other species 
including large animals and sick/injured wildlife and emergencies.

References and Resources:
	🔗 The Best Practice Playbook for Animal Shelters by Sara Pizano, DVM, MA
	🔗 National Animal Care & Control Association (NACA)
	🔗 Best Practices in Local Animal Control Ordinances
	🔗 Best Friends Animal Society: People Pets and Policies Guide
	🔗 Humane Animal Control Manual
	🔗 AVMA Model Dog and Cat Control Ordinance
	🔗 HumanePro Municipal Pet Policy Toolkit

While the content of any state law or local ordinance is vital to an efficient, modern 
animal welfare system, municipal attorneys are equally important. These attorneys 
should be well-versed in state and local laws as well as in the basics of best practice 
industry standards and the importance of focused punitive action. Animal welfare 
laws are useless if there is no accountability and enforcement for true perpetrators of 
cruelty and neglect, yet this is a common issue nationwide.

https://www.amazon.com/Best-Practice-Playbook-Animal-Shelters-ebook/dp/B094DMBNBD?ref_=ast_author_mpb
https://www.amazon.com/Best-Practice-Playbook-Animal-Shelters-ebook/dp/B094DMBNBD?ref_=ast_author_mpb
http://nacanet.org/
https://ippsr.msu.edu/sites/default/files/MAPPR/Best Practices in Local Animal Shelters Reese.pdf
https://bestfriends.org/network/blog/build-better-animal-ordinances
https://bestfriends.org/pet-care-resources/humane-animal-control-manual
https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2026-01/Model-Dog-Cat-Control-Ordinance-Policy.pdf
https://humanepro.org/policytoolkit
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9179835/
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Animal Hoarding: Why Classification Matters

Animal hoarding cases are among the most complex and resource-intensive 
situations municipalities face, although they may make up only a small percentage 
of the calls. They are frequently mishandled because they are approached solely as 
criminal matters when, in reality, many cases stem from underlying mental health, 
social service, public health issues, and lack of access to veterinary care. Hoarding can 
be linked to child welfare, elder welfare, housing instability, and community health 
concerns.

Adding pet limits to a local ordinance does not prevent hoarding. Hoarding is not 
a numbers issue alone; it is a behavioral and systems issue. Effective intervention 
depends on correctly identifying the type of hoarding involved, because each requires 
a different response strategy. A one-size-fits-all enforcement approach is rarely 
effective and often leads to recurrence.

There are four primary patterns of animal hoarding. Understanding these distinctions 
allows municipalities to align enforcement, social services, and community resources 
appropriately. The Hoarding of Animals: An Update

1. Overwhelmed Caregiver
An overwhelmed caregiver typically begins with good intentions. This individual may 
have taken in additional animals during a crisis, such as a family emergency, housing 
disruption, or informal rescue effort, and gradually becomes unable to provide 
adequate care.

Unlike other types of hoarding, the overwhelmed caregiver often recognizes 
that conditions have deteriorated and may be receptive to assistance. With 
structured support such as spay/neuter services, temporary fostering, veterinary 
care, or rehoming pathways, these cases can often be resolved without aggressive 
enforcement. Early intervention is key.

2. Compulsive or “True” Hoarder
This individual accumulates animals beyond their capacity to provide care and lacks 
insight into the severity of the situation. Living conditions frequently decline for both 
animals and people in the household. The individual may resist intervention and 
minimize concerns despite clear evidence of neglect.

These cases typically require a coordinated, multi-agency approach involving Animal 
Services, public health, mental health professionals, and in some cases, the courts. 

https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/hoarding-animals-update
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Simply removing animals without addressing underlying behavioral health factors 
often results in recurrence.

3. Rescue-Driven Hoarder
This type of hoarding is often more complicated because the individual identifies as 
an animal rescuer. They may operate under the name of a rescue organization, solicit 
donations, and believe they are the only person capable of saving certain animals.

While the intent may initially be rooted in compassion, conditions can deteriorate 
as intake continues without adequate resources, space, outcome opportunities, or 
veterinary care. These situations require careful assessment. Collaboration with other 
reputable animal welfare organizations, structured placement plans, and, when 
appropriate, regulatory oversight may be necessary to prevent further harm.

4. Exploitative Hoarder
This is the least common but most clearly criminal category. In these cases, animals 
are intentionally accumulated for financial gain or personal benefit with little or no 
intent to provide proper care. Funds may be raised under false pretenses, and neglect 
is often severe.

Unlike other hoarding patterns that may involve mental health components, 
exploitative cases are primarily criminal matters. Law enforcement involvement and 
prosecution are typically appropriate, alongside immediate protective measures for 
the animals involved. 

Why This Distinction Is Critical
Misclassifying a hoarding case can lead to ineffective intervention, wasted municipal 
resources, and repeated crises. Effective policy recognizes that some cases require 
supportive services and behavioral health intervention, while others require 
coordinated enforcement and legal action.

Understanding the type of hoarding involved allows municipalities to:

•	 Allocate resources appropriately
•	 Reduce recurrence
•	 Protect public and animal health
•	 Minimize unnecessary large-scale shelter intake
•	 Coordinate more effectively across departments 
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(See the Community-Minded Field Services section for recommended response 
pathways.)

References and Resources: 
	🔗 Animal Law: Cases and Materials, Bruce Wagman, Sonia Waisman, et al.
	🔗 Animal Cruelty – National Agricultural Law Center
	🔗 2025 U.S. Animal Protection Laws Rankings - Animal Legal Defense Fund
	🔗 Animal Cruelty Law Summaries by State - Association of Prosecuting Attorneys
	🔗 NACA Statement on Breed Specific Legislation
	🔗 NACA Statement on the Potential for Expansion of Courtroom Animal 
Advocates Program (CAAP) Laws

 

Community-Minded Field Services
Traditional/historical Field Services programs have focused on punitive actions that 
included a broad range of infractions that could have been more effectively dealt with 
through a social services approach. All programs and protocols must be in line with 
established goals and based on data, trends, and facts as opposed to assumptions. For 
example, it is incorrect to assume that because a pet is neglected there is malicious 
intent. It may be an access to care issue stemming from any number of root causes 
such as financial limitations, physical proximity to a veterinarian, transportation, life 
circumstance, etc. The importance of partnership and collaboration instead of the 
historical adversarial relationships between municipal Field Services and non-profit 
animal welfare organizations cannot be overstated, as more pets who are victims of 
non-malicious neglect can be helped through collaboration.

Most animal cruelty goes unreported, and victims do not get help or enter a shelter. 
As a result, accurate national numbers of formulas for local municipalities to predict 
rates are not available. In addition, in the recently published Field Services 2023-2025 
Report by the National Animal Control Association and Shelter Animals Count, only 
19% of calls resulted in shelter intake. This means that while the majority of animal 
control or welfare calls are resolved without a shelter intake or prosecution, there 
remains great potential to improve by reserving Field Services for true perpetrators of 
cruelty and malicious neglect.
 
While all Field Services resources should be used strategically, the most important 
of these are staff time and call types. Trends that emerged at the beginning of the 
pandemic in 2020, for example, proved there is even greater potential to reduce the 
percentage of intake by keeping dogs in their own neighborhoods. These studies 

https://cap-press.com/books/isbn/9781531010997/Animal-Law-Sixth-Edition
https://nationalaglawcenter.org/state-compilations/animal-cruelty/
https://aldf.org/project/us-state-rankings/
https://www.apainc.org/animal-cruelty-law-summaries-by-state/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/NACA-Statement-on-Breed-Specific-Legislation.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NACA-Statement-on-the-Potential-for-Expansion-of-Courtroom-Animal-Advocates-Program-CAAP-Laws-1.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NACA-Statement-on-the-Potential-for-Expansion-of-Courtroom-Animal-Advocates-Program-CAAP-Laws-1.pdf
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/field-services-data-report-2025
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/field-services-data-report-2025
https://www.aspca.org/helping-shelters-people-pets/us-animal-shelter-statistics
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show that dogs at large were close to home, yet a shelter intake intended to reunite 
them with their owners yielded only a 19% reunification rate in 2025, even lower that 
previous years.

References and Resources:
	🔗 New Study: Most Lost Dogs Are Found Less Than a Mile From Their Homes
	🔗 Unrestrained Dog Population Study
	🔗 A New Web-Based Tool for RTO-Focused Animal Shelter Data Analysis

 
This ties into call type categories and the purpose of a Field Services officer 
responding to a visually healthy dog at large, who is not aggressive, in immediate 
danger, or part of a larger scale enforcement case. Consideration should be made to 
intervene in a way other than dispatching Field Services and using the Field Services 
teams in the most productive ways. An excellent webinar on this topic is How Field 
Officers are addressing pet transport barriers directly in the community.
 
A recent Field Services data report summarizing stray/at‑large outcomes from 
multiple agencies shows that:

•	 Approximately 19% of stray or at‑large animal calls ultimately resulted in the 
animal entering shelter care (i.e., being found/impounded).

•	 26% of animals were never located by responding officers
•	 A significant portion of stray calls were resolved through services or education 

rather than physical impoundment
•	 This suggests that a large majority (≈74%) of stray/at‑large calls do not result in 

the dog being taken into custody, either because the animal cannot be located or 
it is resolved in alternate ways.

 
Consideration for Field Services Infrastructure
Animal Control Officers (ACOs) play a critical role in community safety and animal 
welfare and should be recognized as first responders. Their safety, training, and 
operational support must be prioritized when designing field services programs.

Community Response and Call Triage
Many communities benefit from a response model that prioritizes problem-solving 
and resource connection before enforcement. One approach is the use of a Pet 
Resource Team, sometimes referred to as Animal Peace Officers, who serve as the first 
point of contact for animal-related concerns.

https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/blog/help-get-more-lost-dogs-back-to-their-families/
https://www.sanantonio.gov/Portals/0/Files/AnimalCare/About/Statistics/UnrestrainedDogStudy-FY19.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2021.669428/full
https://forum.maddiesfund.org/discussion/how-field-officers-are-addressing-pet-transport-barriers-directly-in-the-community
https://forum.maddiesfund.org/discussion/how-field-officers-are-addressing-pet-transport-barriers-directly-in-the-community
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/field-services-data-report-2025
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Recognizing-the-Role-of-the-Animal-Control-Officer-NACA-Statement-1.pdf
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Under this model:

•	 Staff or trained volunteers respond to incoming calls and attempt to match 
community members with appropriate resources. 

•	 These resources may include direct assistance, referrals to partner organizations, 
or guidance on resolving common animal-related issues. 

•	 If the Pet Resource Team determines that the situation requires enforcement or 
investigation, the call is then referred to Field Services officers. 

The goal of this approach is to reduce unnecessary shelter intake, resolve underlying 
issues, and prevent repeat calls for service so Field Services can focus on true 
enforcement issues.

Standard Operating Procedures
Field services operations should be guided by clear Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOPs) developed in collaboration with key partners such as the local attorney’s office, 
police departments, and sheriff’s offices. These procedures should ensure that the 
handling and disposition of animals is consistent and legally sound.

Agencies must also maintain strict adherence to state statutes governing dangerous 
dogs, cruelty, and neglect cases.

For additional guidance, the National Animal Control Association (NACA) provides 
detailed recommendations for field services operations and agency staffing. See more 
in the Budgeting and Staffing section.

Hours of Operation
Field services coverage should reflect both community needs and efficient use of 
resources.

•	 Routine field services may operate during standard weekday daytime hours.
•	 Evenings, weekends, and overnight coverage should generally be reserved for 

true enforcement emergencies.

Emergency and Disaster Planning
Every agency should maintain a clear response plan for large-scale seizures, natural 
disasters, and other emergency events involving animals.

https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/NACA_Guidelines.pdf
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Effective planning includes:

•	 Coordinating with local and state emergency response teams
•	 Establishing partnerships with animal welfare organizations and shelters
•	 Preparing protocols for temporary housing, medical care, and transport of 

animals

References and Resources:
	🔗 NACA Disaster Response Portal
	🔗 ASPCA Disaster Relief
	🔗 Humane World for Animals Disaster Relief
	🔗 National Animal Health Emergency Management System

Response, Referrals, and Community Resources

Call type/Issue Recommended Strategy Considerations

Visually healthy dog at large, non-
aggressive, non-enforcement, not 
in danger
 
 

1. Dispatch or Pet Resource staff, ask finder to foster 
for a stray hold if can do so safely (Foster Finder), and 
provide instructions/support to locate owner
2. Dispatch or Pet Resource staff post lost dog on 
website and social media
3. Respond on day 2 if dog is still free roaming

Injured, aggressive dog or in danger Field Services responds

Visually healthy free roaming cat Leave in place vs create pathway for spay/neuter and 
return to original home location

Hoarder/Overwelmed Caregiver Provide resources for spay/neuter/placement

True hoarder Provide resources for spay/neuter/placement, if 
possible, keep select ones in place if adequate care 
can be provided. Refer to social services for mental 
well-being counseling.

Rescue hoarder Create partnerships and collaborations to move 
animals out of harm’s way, refer to social services for 
mental well-being counseling.

Exploiter hoarder Criminal prosecution

 

https://www.nacanet.org/disaster-portal/
https://www.aspca.org/investigations-rescue/aspca-disaster-relief-efforts
https://www.humaneworld.org/en/animal-disaster-relief
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/nvap/reference-guide/emergency-management/nahems
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References and Resources: 
Make sure Field Services have NACA membership and State Animal Control 
Association membership if available.
 

	🔗 NACA position statement: Recognizing the Role of the Animal Control Officer
	🔗 NACA FIrst Responders Position Statement
	🔗 Animal Hoarding and The Link
	🔗 Animal hoarding: A systematic review
	🔗 Challenges in Sheltering Seized Animals from Hoarders from a One Welfare 
Perspective     

 

Proactive Strategic Community Programming 

“The most effective animal services systems focus on prevention. 
Community programs and public messaging should be built around the 
problems that most frequently lead to animal control calls and shelter 
intake. Municipal websites, automated phone messages, and social media 
channels should provide clear information that helps residents solve these 
issues before they escalate.” - Sara Pizano, DVM, MA

For example, the majority of the canines entering shelters are categorized as “stray,” 
so instructions for a constituent who found a free-roaming dog should be easily found 
and prominently displayed on the website.

The historical and still-traditional animal control and sheltering model is reaction-
based, and a system that creates additional/different issues instead of solving for the 
right problems. It is also by nature inequitable. A disproportionate number of animals 
entering shelters are from lower income areas while adoptions, especially where 
programs have high adoption fees, go to those of higher means. In one study, 47% 
of the pets were from areas of high social vulnerability and only 8% from the least 
vulnerable.

Another analysis showed that “The highest number of intakes were in 
high‑development, low‑income neighborhoods, whereas the lowest number of 
intakes were in low‑development, high‑income neighborhoods.” (PubMed and 
Best Friends Animal Society). This well-documented phenomenon is termed 
socioeconomic clustering of intake. This information is not surprising considering the 
tens of millions of pet owners who struggle to provide care.
 

https://www.nacanet.org/state-resources/
https://www.nacanet.org/state-resources/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Recognizing-the-Role-of-the-Animal-Control-Officer-NACA-Statement-1.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/first-responders-position-statement/
https://nationallinkcoalition.org/what-is-the-link/animal-hoarding-and-the-link
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10668307/
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/13/21/3303
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/13/21/3303
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/wp-content/uploads/YearEndReport_3.13_Website_FINAL.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/14/22/3166
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39704659/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39704659/
https://network.bestfriends.org/sites/default/files/2024-05/Literature Review - Adoptions.pdf
https://network.bestfriends.org/sites/default/files/2024-05/Literature Review - Adoptions.pdf
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_socipubs/39/
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In a Los Angeles study, approximately 77% of those who surrendered their pets cited 
cost as the reason and many were from lower socioeconomic status. Additional 
invaluable data revealed that those who surrendered were unaware of available 
resources. Nonetheless, in some communities there are minimal to no resources, 
and the traditional system has always triggered shelter intake and not prevention. It 
is crucial that Field Services calls based on lack of access to care with no malice be 
treated as social services issues as opposed to enforcement issues.
 
Enough data and trends are available within the animal welfare industry to prove 
that preventive initiatives such as subsidized, targeted spay/neuter and Safety Net 
programs reduce field calls for service and shelter intake. This allows Field Services 
to be reserved for true enforcement and public and animal safety actions. Shelter 
confinement leads to negative sequelae that include but are not limited to immense 
stress for pets and people, risk of overcrowding, infectious disease spread, and the 
inability to house pets appropriately, safely, or even humanely. It shifts the care and 
outcome to the shelter team in finite spaces with finite resources, which creates 
enormous stress as well as Compassion Fatigue and Moral Injury for people. Read Read 
more in the Staffing, Leadership, and Workforce Well-being section of Frequently more in the Staffing, Leadership, and Workforce Well-being section of Frequently 
Asked Questions.Asked Questions.
 
Costs to subsidize services can come from a variety of sources including but not 
limited to municipal allocations, low fees for services, collaborations/partnerships with 
other animal welfare organizations, grants and private donations.
Read more in Funding Opportunities.
 
Key Strategic Proactive Community Programs to Consider Subsidizing:

Spay/neuter with a focus on large breed dogs and cats with access to the outdoors 
targets the types of pets at risk of entering shelters and enduring long lengths of 
stay. Programs should include rabies vaccinations, which increase the community
immunity to rabies and should be considered a public health goal.

Visually healthy cats allowed access to the outdoors are an important target group 
and should not enter shelters unless they are part of a true enforcement case, sick, 
injured, or on a pathway for spay/neuter and return to their original home location. 

References and Resources:
	🔗 Rethinking the Animal Shelter’s Role in Free-Roaming Cat Management 
	🔗 New UF Study on the Life-Saving Impact of TNR and RTF
	🔗 Community Engagement and the Effectiveness of Free-Roaming Cat Control 
Techniques: A Systematic Review

https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/5/4/413
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/5/4/413
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7602950/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2022.847081/full
https://sheltermedicine.vetmed.ufl.edu/2025/05/15/study-tnr-and-rtf/
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/14/3/492
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/14/3/492
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Microchip and vaccine clinics increase community immunity against rabies and 
provide assistance for pet owners who may not otherwise be able to afford 
veterinary care. Microchips, registered at the time of the clinic to the owner, will 
increase the Return to Owner rate should the pet enter the shelter or stray from 
the owner’s property, and clinics provide an opportunity to discuss access to spay/
neuter services. 

Access to basic veterinary care is important, because many pet owners are 
struggling to provide care:

 
	🔗 2023 Access to Veterinary Care & Animal Welfare Organizations
	🔗 Meals on Wheels Pet Programming and Client Needs Assessment
	🔗 Open Door Veterinary Collective
	🔗 Open Door Veterinary Collective Research 

Supported Self Rehoming allows pet owners to rehome their pets directly, thus 
avoiding a shelter intake. It should also be noted that most pets who are rehomed 
in the U.S. do not go through a shelter system, so encouraging and equipping pet 
owners makes sense. Resources include:

	🔗 HASS Supportive Self Rehoming Toolkit
	🔗 Adopt-a-Pet Rehome 
	🔗 Home to Home

Another challenging area is pet-friendly housing. One study showed that 14% of 
all pet relinquishments in the dataset were due to housing-related issues (landlord 
restrictions, eviction/housing loss, homelessness). This connects housing instability 
(a social service / human welfare domain) directly with animal relinquishment, 
highlighting again the need for collaboration and preventive services.
 
Many municipalities across the country fund proactive programs and benefit in many 
ways. A few examples include:

•	 New York City authorized $500,000 for expanding access to affordable spay/
neuter services to reduce shelter crowding and help low-income residents.

•	 Albuquerque and Austin offer subsidized vaccines, microchips, and spay/neuter 
services as part of their community outreach programs, making proactive care 
more accessible and aligned with public health goals.

•	 Dallas subsidizes spay/neuter and preventive services through partnerships with 
nonprofits, showing city-level investment in proactive animal health programs.

•	 Sacramento held joint vaccine clinics providing people with COVID vaccines and 

https://theaawa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/2023-Access-to-Veterinary-Care-Animal-Welfare-Organizations.pdf
https://member.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/pet-programming-and-client-needs-assessment_final-report-1.pdf
https://opendoorconsults.org/
https://opendoorconsults.org/research/
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/wp-content/uploads/HASS-Resource_-Supported-Self-Rehoming.pdf
http://rehome.adoptapet.com/
http://home-home.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2024.1430388/full
https://council.nyc.gov/press/2025/09/25/2979/
https://www.cabq.gov/pets/community-outreach-programs
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/TXDALLAS/bulletins/3a7ff1f
https://www.kcra.com/article/front-street-sac-county-increase-access-covid-vaccine/36992025
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pets with rabies and other vaccines.
 
It is important to track community program data that includes the number of 
people and pets across all programs. This must be done in order to budget workload 
appropriately and identify potential funding sources, especially as it relates to 
reducing Field Services calls and shelter intake. These programs help constituents, 
pet owners, and pets more than a shelter intake, addresses root causes, and is more 
compassionate and fiscally responsible.
 
Benefits include:

References and Resources:
	🔗 Impact of Publicly Sponsored Neutering Programs on Animal Population 
Dynamics at Animal Shelters

	🔗 Community-Facing Shelter Medicine
	🔗 HumanePro Municipal Pet Policy Toolkit
	🔗 A Systematic Review of the Literature Addressing Veterinary Care for 
Underserved Communities

Key Strategies: Caring for Animals in Confinement
While the municipality may not operate the animal shelter, it is crucial that leadership 
over the non profit and/or municipal program has an understanding of the basic best 
practice industry standards. Best practice industry standards and all recommendations 
for humane sheltering remain the same regardless of whether the shelter is operated 
by a non-profit entity or municipality. State laws, local ordinances, Field Services, 
intake, and operational policies and procedures dictate the success or failure of the 

Fiscally responsible 
approach

Reduces shelter intake and 
the space needed to house 
pets in confinement with the 
associated risks. This is 
particularly important when 
considering renovations or 
new builds, since costs for 
housing spaces for pets are 
exponentially higher than a 
typical office building or 
hospital.

Reduces the number 
of Field Services calls

Utilizes staff more 
efficiently

Allows for more efficient 
management of all 

resources and therefore 
minimizes waste of 
reactive resources

More humane 
approach for pets and 
more compassionate 
approach for people

Increases community 
immunity against 

rabies

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44688480_Impact_of_Publicly_Sponsored_Neutering_Programs_on_Animal_Population_Dynamics_at_Animal_Shelters_The_New_Hampshire_and_Austin_Experiences
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44688480_Impact_of_Publicly_Sponsored_Neutering_Programs_on_Animal_Population_Dynamics_at_Animal_Shelters_The_New_Hampshire_and_Austin_Experiences
https://www.merckvetmanual.com/special-subjects/shelter-medicine/community-facing-shelter-medicine
https://humanepro.org/sites/default/files/documents/municipal-pet-policy-toolkit.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28657796/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28657796/
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animal welfare system and have a positive or negative fiscal impact.

Whenever possible, alternatives to shelter intake should be prioritized. Shelter stays 
inevitably increase stress and anxiety for animals (and therefore people), contribute 
to overcrowding, raise the risk of infectious disease and euthanasia, compromise 
humane housing conditions, and place unnecessary strain on limited resources.
 
References and Resources:

	🔗 Association of Shelter Veterinarians Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal 
Shelters

	🔗 Best Practice Playbook for Animal Shelters
	🔗 HASS Playbook

Managed Coordinated Intake
The traditional animal welfare narrative includes a formula that is irreconcilable. It 
is not possible to admit every pet presented to a shelter, care for and house them 
appropriately, and find a permanent placement for them in a short period of time.
 
Managed Coordinated Intake means that all options to intake are exhausted with 
better alternatives. This allows leadership to better manage the workload, reduces 
the need for shelter intake, minimizes the waste of finite resources, is the fiscally 
responsible approach, and benefits constituents, pet owners, and pets.
 
References and Resources: 

	🔗 NACA Guideline on Appointment-Based Pet Intake into Shelters
	🔗 NACA Appointment Based Intake FAQ
	🔗 Intake of Healthy Wildlife
	🔗 Community/Free Roaming Cats
	🔗 ASPCA Managed Admission

Population Management/Shortest Length of Stay
A shelter stay under any circumstances evokes stress and anxiety for pets. The 
shortest time in confinement, referred to as the length of stay, is beneficial to both 
people who are caring for them and the pets.

The shortest length of stay is accomplished by first exhausting alternatives to intake 
and if pets are admitted to the shelter, ensuring that there is a dynamic action plan for 
their outcome through key programs. Daily or frequent rounds are required so staff 
are adjusting the action plan as needed.

https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Dr-Sara-Pizano-DVM-MA/author/B08N9KZNKB?ref=ap_rdr&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=3511f841-eb96-47e2-a95d-4661d399dfe5
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/hass-playbook/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Appointment-Based-Intake-2022-Revised.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Appointment-Based-Intake-FAQ-Blog-Post.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Animal-Control-Intake-of-Healthy-Wildlife.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Animal-Control-Intake-of-Free-Roaming-Cats.pdf
https://www.aspcapro.org/programs-operations/managed-admission
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12917-020-02728-2
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Humane housing is required for all pets in confinement, as it helps keep them 
healthy both physically and mentally. A minimum of double compartment housing 
at 11 square feet per cat is needed, as smaller spaces correlate to stress that leads to 
upper respiratory infections. Larger spaces are more beneficial, with the main goal for 
food/water/bed and litter box to be as far apart as possible. In addition, cats should 
be provided with interactive toys, options to hide, and a soft bed. Felines should 
be housed alone or with cats/kittens they are bonded with, and have completely 
separate spaces and pathways from canines both visually and audibly.

For dogs, a minimum of a double compartment run with half of the run with access 
to fresh air will help minimize the infectious respiratory disease rate. All dogs and 
puppies need the option of a soft bed and interactive toys.

Consistent sanitation practices, and providing vaccines and preventive care at the 
point of intake will help minimize infectious disease rates as will appropriate species-
specific enrichment to ensure the mental well-being of each pet.

References and Resources: 
	🔗 ASPCA disinfectant chart
	🔗 ASV Guidelines
	🔗 Drs. Wagner and Hurley Publish Pair of Studies of the Effects of Housing on 
Shelter Cat Health, Well-Being, and Adoption

	🔗 Infectious Disease Management in Animal Shelters
	🔗 Capacity for Care Resources
	🔗 ASPCA Population Rounds

Key Programs:

Return to Owner Program for Dogs
Only a small fraction of canines entering shelters in the stray category are reunited 
with their families. Therefore, since the goal of reunification through a shelter intake 
is not met most of the time, consideration should be made to keep dogs in their 
neighborhoods. If visually healthy dogs at large do enter the shelter, the focus should 
be on reunification.

References and Resources: 
	🔗 ASPCA Shelter Stats
	🔗 HASS Toolkit
	🔗 HASS RTH Benchmarking Tool
Coming Soon: Home First!

https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/shelter-disinfectant-quick-reference
https://jsmcah.org/index.php/jasv/issue/view/2
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/drs-wagner-and-hurley-publish-pair-of-studies-of-the-effects-of-housing-on-shelter-cat-health-well-being-and-adoption/
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/drs-wagner-and-hurley-publish-pair-of-studies-of-the-effects-of-housing-on-shelter-cat-health-well-being-and-adoption/
https://www.aspcapro.org/infectious-disease-management-animal-shelters-textbook
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/library-resources/capacity-for-care-c4c-resources/
https://www.aspcapro.org/topics-shelter-medicine-population-management/animal-shelter-population-rounds
https://www.aspca.org/helping-shelters-people-pets/us-animal-shelter-statistics
https://39561995.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/39561995/Lost Pet Reunification PDFs/Lost Pet Reunification Toolkit.pdf
https://rth-benchmark-8162-main-nsmk7fdqza-wm.a.run.app/


Page 28

Free Roaming Cat Management/Shelter Neuter Return
Visually healthy, free-roaming cats should enter a shelter only if they are on a 
pathway for spay/neuter/rabies vaccination and return to their original location where 
they are already cared for. Less than 2% of felines entering shelters in the stray 
category are reunited with their families, which highlights the need for a different 
approach. Key Strategic Proactive Community Programs to Consider Subsidizing: 
Spay/neuter

References and Resources:
	🔗 Managing Community Cats
	🔗 Re-Thinking the Animal Shelter’s Role in Free Roaming Cat Management
	🔗 National Animal Control Association Position Statement on free roaming 
community cats

Foster Finder/ Foster Care/Foster to Adopt
Many community members are willing to foster, but shelters tend to limit outreach.
Foster Finder programs keep dogs who are off their property in their own 
neighborhoods, where they are more likely to find their way home than in a shelter. 
Foster care and Foster to Adopt programs reduce the number of pets housed in 
confinement and increase the chance of a permanent adoption.

References and Resources:
	🔗 8 Reasons Why You Should Foster a Pet
	🔗 New Data Report: Foster-Based Rescues Operations
	🔗 Foster Care Resources
	🔗 Briefly fostering a shelter dog ups its chances of adoption
	🔗 Evaluating the effects of a temporary fostering program on shelter dog welfare

Dog Day Out/Sleep Overs for Dogs

Giving dogs a break from the shelter reduces stress hormones and helps them cope in 
confinement.

References and Resources:
	🔗 The Influence of Brief Outing and Temporary Fostering Programs on Shelter 
Dog Welfare

	🔗 Sleepovers reduce stress in shelter dogs

https://humanepro.org/sites/default/files/documents/managing-community-cats.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2022.847081/full
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Animal-Control-Intake-of-Free-Roaming-Cats.pdf
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Animal-Control-Intake-of-Free-Roaming-Cats.pdf
https://www.petfinder.com/adopt-or-get-involved/animal-shelters-rescues/fostering/8-reasons-you-can-foster-a-pet/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/new-data-report-foster-based-rescues-operations/
https://www.maddiesfund.org/foster-care-resources.htm
https://www.futurity.org/animal-shelters-fostering-dogs-3000932-2/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30944778/
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/13/22/3528
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/13/22/3528
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190401121814.htm
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	🔗 VCA Charities Dog Day Out 
	🔗 Doggy Day Outs, Field Trips & Short-Term Fosters: Reducing Stress in Shelter 
Dogs While Increasing Volunteers and Adoptions

Streamlined Spay/Neuter and Medical Care for Shelter Pets

The percentage of pets arriving in the shelters unaltered has been on the rise, and 
lack of access to veterinary care is a leading driver of relinquishment. Housing is often 
conditional on the neutered status of pets. Targeted, subsidized spay/neuter programs 
address financial barriers, keep pets with their loving families and prevent a shelter 
intake.

If a pet is accepted into confinement and custody, the sheltering organization is 
obligated to provide preventive care including core vaccines at the point of intake and 
for the basic care and spay/neuter surgery.
         	
References and Resources:

	🔗 Why Spay/Neuter is Important
	🔗 Association of Shelter Veterinarians: Veterinary Medical Care Guidelines for 
Spay-Neuter Programs

Play Groups for Dogs
Dogs in confinement need exercise and free play. Playgroups are correlated with 
reduced reactivity, barking, stress, and length of stay in the shelter.

References and Resources: 
	🔗 ASPCA Playgroups for Dogs
	🔗 Dogs Playing for Life

Welcoming Adoptions
Minimizing barriers to adoption and focusing on making the right match benefits pets 
and people.

References and Resources: 
	🔗 Adopters Welcome
	🔗 Hill’s Pet Nutrition Releases 2024 State Of Shelter Pet Adoption Report

https://www.vcacharities.org/articles/DogDayOut
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/doggy-day-outs-field-trips-short-term-fosters-reducing-stress-shelter-dogs-while
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/doggy-day-outs-field-trips-short-term-fosters-reducing-stress-shelter-dogs-while
https://www.humaneworld.org/en/campaign/spay-neuter
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/asv_key_points_comparison_final.pdf
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/asv_key_points_comparison_final.pdf
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/dog-playgroup-current-best-practices-guide-tips-tools
https://dogsplayingforlife.com/
https://humanepro.org/page/adopters-welcome-manual
https://www.hillspet.com/about-us/press-releases/hills-pet-nutrition-releases-2024-state-of-shelter-pet-adoption-report
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	🔗 University of Wisconsin-Madison, Shelter Medicine, School of Veterinary 
Medicine Support for Open Adoptions

	🔗 Adoption Training Playbook

Rescue and Transport Partnerships
Collaboration between animal welfare groups helps more animals in need.
 
References and Resources:

	🔗 BISSELL Pet Foundation Transport
	🔗 How Animal Relocation Programs Save Lives
	🔗 WayStation Program: Animal Rescue Transport
	🔗 Austin Pets Alive! Transport
	🔗 Welfare Impacts of Long-Distance Transfer of Shelter Animals
	🔗 ASPCA Policy and Position Statement: Animal Relocation for Adoption
	🔗 Good Flights with Greater Good Charities

Euthanasia Decisions
Staff and volunteers working in the animal welfare field care deeply about animals 
and are committed to lifesaving. However, there are times, as with medical cases 
beyond resources or hope, that euthanasia is the best decision.

For large dogs with aggression issues towards other dogs and/or people, there are 
a wide spectrum of opinions and beliefs with respect to the best plan. Please note 
that while these decisions are very difficult, it is typically less than a few percent of 
the dogs entering the shelter system. Yet this issue is dividing staff and volunteers 
internally and often triggering criticism from the community.

Large dogs with a history of injurious aggression/behavior may not be suitable 
candidates for adoption as they endanger public safety including shelter staff, 
volunteers, and visitors, and may result in civil or criminal liability even when 
transferred to another animal welfare agency/rescue group. This is a risk and can be 
damaging to the reputation of the organization. Dogs with a history of biting multiple 
people, severe attacks on people, or unprovoked killing of domestic pets should 
be considered a public safety risk and unsuitable for rehoming or placement in the 
community.

https://sheltermedicine.wisc.edu/library/resources/support-for-open-adoptions
https://sheltermedicine.wisc.edu/library/resources/support-for-open-adoptions
https://bestfriends.org/network/resources-tools/adoptions-training-playbook
https://www.bissellpetfoundation.org/programs/transport/
https://www.aspca.org/helping-shelters-people-pets/animal-relocation
https://www.sthuberts.org/waystation
https://www.austinpetsalive.org/programs/transport
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals/special_issues/Shelter_Animals
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-animal-transport-adoption
https://greatergood.org/good-flights
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A standardized process should be in place with decision trees created by staff and 
input from volunteers. Once agreed upon, communication about decisions should be 
honest and transparent and universally respected.

Animal Behavior for Shelter Veterinarians and Staff by Weiss, Mohan-Gibbons, and 
Zawistowski

References and Resources:
	🔗 ASPCA Behavior Pathway Guidelines
	🔗 Dunbar Bite Scale
	🔗 Outcomes for Pets

https://www.aspcapro.org/behaviorpathway
https://apdt.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/ian-dunbar-dog-bite-scale.pdf
https://outcomesforpets.com/
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Data Management

Capturing appropriate data, data management and the analysis of Key Performance 
Indicators and trends for Community Programming, Field Services, and Sheltering 
is the foundation for the creation and ongoing development of an efficient animal 
welfare system. This is best done with software created specifically for the animal 
welfare industry.

“The best software for an animal organization depends on its operational 
needs and resources. Key factors include robust reporting for shelter intake/
outcomes, support for field staff and animal control operations, and the 
ability to track community programs. Cost, ease of use, and integration 
with national data platforms and search engines are also important 
considerations.” - JBank Consulting

Minimal/Basic Key Performance Indicators that should be captured with reports easily 
accessible for leaders and decision makers include:

Community Programming

Split by species
Categorized by programs
Track number of people 
and number of pets 
assisted

Field Services

Categories of calls
Divided by species/age
Per officer response
Enforcement intake
Other intake
By jurisdiction if applicable

Shelter Operations

Divided by species/age
Intake categories
Length of stay
Outcome categories
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Animal Shelter Software Options
There are many excellent, affordable animal welfare software systems available. 
Organizations should utilize an existing system with features that auto upload 
information to other platforms. Automating tasks saves staff time, minimizes errors 
and amplifies advocacy for lost pets or those looking for a home.

References and Resources: 
	🔗 24hourpet.com
	🔗 SAC Basic Data Matrix
	🔗 Every Nose Counts (textbook)
	🔗 Data Standardization Resources
	🔗 ASPCA Position Statement on Data Collection & Reporting
	🔗 SAC Field Services Report

 

Budget and Staffing
Effective animal services systems align budgets and staffing with prevention 
strategies that reduce shelter intake without overburdening other groups, improve 
public safety, and utilize all resources efficiently.

There is significant variation in programming from community to community. As a 
result, there has historically been no standard benchmark budget formula for animal 
services. A framework introduced more recently is the HASS Budget Calculator.

Great care should be taken when studying other communities. Just because another 
animal welfare program is funded in a certain way does not mean it represents the 
best or recommended budget model.

Annual budgets should be developed to support staffing and allocations for proactive 
community programming and funding partnerships (Pet Resource staff), Field 
Services, and Sheltering (when appropriate), with the following key principles in mind:

	• Accurate data management is essential for responsible resource allocation.
	• Animal Services is not a profit-generating department and should be viewed 

similarly to a Parks Department: a public service provided for constituents. That 
said, some potential revenue sources that may help offset costs include: 

•	 Contract fees
•	 Licensing
•	 Restitution

http://24hourpet.com/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/BasicDataMatrix_SAC.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Every-Nose-Counts-Metrics-Shelters/dp/1545324476
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/data-standardization-resources/
https://www.aspca.org/about-us/aspca-policy-and-position-statements/position-statement-data-collection-reporting
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/wp-content/uploads/Field-Services-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/the-hass-budget-calculator/
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•	 Citations for true enforcement issues
•	 Fees for services (vaccinations, microchips, spay/neuter)
•	 Surrender fees
•	 Donations collected at the time of service in shelter settings 

	• High fees, whether in the form of citations or adoption fees, will not support a 
Field Services or sheltering program in full and are often correlated with longer 
lengths of stay. Longer lengths of stay are associated with higher operational 
costs.

	• Field Services hours of operation should be practical. Regular calls should typically 
be answered during weekday daytime business hours, while evenings, overnight 
hours, and weekends should be reserved for emergency enforcement calls. 

	• Shelter hours should exceed Field Services intake hours and be convenient for 
the public, including evening and weekend availability, as outlined in the SAC 
Adoption Pulse Check Survey Report. 

	• Most licensing programs are costly to administer and do not generate significant 
net revenue, although some are required by state statute. 

Pet Licensing Compliance
Key findings on licensing from the DocuPet report include:

Reference: DocuPet Report

AVERAGE COMPLIANCE RATES

Pet Licensing: The Reality

Dog Licensing
Roughly 1 in 4 dogs

Cat Licensing
Very low participation

 - Programs below 20% are concidered "unhealthy"

Overall Compliance
87% of pets are unlicensed

13%
20%

7%
20%

23%

The bottom line: Many municipalities report licensing systems that are inefficient, stagnant, and expensive to administer. 
Licensing should not be relied upon as a primary funding source for animal service.

Pet licensing is often assumed to generate revenue for animal services. In practice, most
programs have very low compliance and produce limited funding.

20%

https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/adoption-survey-report-2025/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/adoption-survey-report-2025/
https://partnerships.docupet.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/DocuPet-Inc-2018-Annual-Research-Report.pdf
https://partnerships.docupet.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/DocuPet-Inc-2018-Annual-Research-Report.pdf
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Staffing Considerations
Staffing needs will vary depending on the size of the organization and the level of 
collaborative partnerships in place. Well-managed volunteer programs are also critical, 
as they reduce staff workload, enhance care for animals, and improve community 
engagement.

The following functional areas should be covered:

	• Community messaging / social media
	• Pet Resource Services
	• Field Services
	• Sheltering operations 

	• Administrative support
	• Kennel staff
	• Medical and veterinary care 

•	 Veterinary technicians
•	 Veterinary services (in-house or outsourced; see Shelters United VOR Toolkit) 

	• Enrichment team
	• Program coordinators 

•	 Reunification
•	 Foster programs
•	 Rescue and transport partnerships
•	 Adoption programs 

Additional operational costs should also be considered, including temperature-
controlled vehicles for Field Services to safely transport animals, equipment, 
uniforms, and other operational needs.

These provisions help standardize humane care requirements within animal control 
codes.

References and Resources:
	🔗 NACA Resource
	🔗 HumanePro Municipal Pet Policy Toolkit

https://sheltersunited.com/vor/welcome/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Recognizing-the-Role-of-the-Animal-Control-Officer-NACA-Statement-1.pdf
https://humanepro.org/policytoolkit
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Volunteers
The benefit of effective, well-run volunteer programs cannot be overemphasized. 
These programs can reduce the number of staff needed, enhance animal care, and 
provide exponential outreach in the community. However, it is crucial that staff are 
performing, held accountable, and work in productive ways with volunteers. Clear, 
transparent communication is essential for volunteer programs to be an asset and not 
a liability, and success depends on solid leadership.
 
References and Resources (Volunteers): 

	🔗 2016 Volunteer Handbook
	🔗 Volunteers: ASPCApro 
	🔗 Volunteers: Fund
	🔗 HASS Volunteer Integration Toolkit

 
References and Resources (Staffing and Budget):

	🔗 Humane World formula for kennel staff in a shelter, supported by NACA
	🔗 NACA for field services only formula
	🔗 Compensation & Benefits Study - The Association for Animal Welfare 
Advancement

	🔗 Standard Operating Procedures for Data Entry and Management
	🔗 Tips for job descriptions and postings
	🔗 SOP Examples for Disease Prevention and Response in Animal Shelters

Funding Opportunities and the Importance of Philanthropic 
opportunities
Many people want to support lifesaving animal welfare programs. Most municipal 
shelters and all nonprofit shelters accept financial donations. Municipalities are legally 
permitted to fundraise and offer tax-deductible giving, just as they do for other public 
services such as parks, libraries, and sports facilities through bequests, naming rights, 
and other contributions. A formal gift policy and process should be established to 
guide these efforts.

Although highly competitive, municipal shelters are also eligible for many grant 
opportunities offered by national animal welfare organizations, including Maddie’s 
Fund, ASPCA Pro, Petco Love, and PetSmart Charities, among others.

Municipalities may also develop partnerships with nonprofit organizations to support 
fundraising efforts. In some communities, a dedicated nonprofit entity, such as a 
“Friends of the Animal Shelter” group, is created to accept and manage donations on 
behalf of the municipal program.

https://bestfriends.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Volunteer Handbook 2019.pdf?hOUHlGSN9GlaYfVhr72wuMOzDgWh6qar
https://www.aspcapro.org/programs-operations/volunteers
https://resources.humananimalsupportservices.org/hubfs/Volunteer Integration Toolkit.pdf?hsLang=en
https://www.nacanet.org/determining-kennel-staffing-needs/
https://www.nacanet.org/determining-field-staffing-needs/
https://theaawa.org/careers/compensation-study/
https://theaawa.org/careers/compensation-study/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/data-standardization-resources/
https://theaawa.org/learn/resources/
https://sheltermedicine.vetmed.ufl.edu/shelter-services/disease-management/
http://maddiesfund.org/
http://maddiesfund.org/
https://www.aspcapro.org/grants/grant-opportunities
https://petcolove.org/shelter-partners/grants/
https://petsmartcharities.org/pro/grants
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The giving process should be simple and accessible. Options should include online 
donations, QR codes displayed at the shelter, and automated donation opportunities 
integrated into shelter software. For example, platforms such as Shelterluv allow 
adopters to make a donation during the adoption process before completing 
checkout.

Transparency is essential for maintaining donor trust. Municipalities should ensure 
donors understand that their contributions support the animal welfare program 
directly and are not absorbed into the municipality’s general fund or used to replace 
existing budget allocations.

As with any well-managed donor program, donations should be tracked and 
acknowledged. Acknowledgement can be simple, such as an automated email 
thanking the donor, but consistent stewardship helps build long-term community 
support.

References and Resources:
	🔗 How Animal Welfare Organizations Can Finish 2025 Strong
	🔗 Animal Shelter Fundraisers: Guide, Ideas, and Best Practices
	🔗 Guide to Fundraising | Animal Shelter Guide Books
	🔗 Digital Fundraising Playbook
	🔗 Fund-Raising for Animal Care Organizations

Renovating or Building a Pet Resource Center/Animal 
Shelter
When considering renovating shelter spaces or designing/building a new facility, the 
implementation of best practice industry standards focused heavily on proactive 
programming is crucial. Reducing the need for shelter spaces through effective, 
proactive programming makes an exponential positive fiscal impact on the project. 
That is because building a facility to keep animals in confinement has unique features 
more costly than a regular build, including, but not limited to:

•	 Specialized/oversized plumbing
•	 Specialized HVAC/air exchange needs to minimize odors and infectious disease 

transmission
•	 Specialized electrical/water proofing
•	 Surfaces that must withstand harsh chemicals daily and be extremely durable
•	 Fenced-in outdoor play yards for dogs with appropriate entrances

http://shelterluv.com/
https://theaawa.org/how-animal-welfare-organizations-can-finish-2025-strong/
https://rallyup.com/blog/animal-shelter-fundraisers/
https://animalshelterguide.com/guide-to-fundraising
https://bestfriends.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Digital Fundraising Playbook_Overview-pdf_9.28.2021.pdf?VersionId=WllGGb.3WF5lysePJJ0vv4oW.JYkzeR.
https://www.amazon.com/Fund-Raising-Animal-Organizations-Shelter-Management/dp/0974840025
https://epd.bfb.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Dogs-Playing-for-Life-Manual.pdf
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If these items are overlooked or value-engineered out of the project, surfaces will 
break down and cause breaches in odor and disease control over time. If the shelter is 
not designed appropriately, there will be a variety of ongoing costs, repairs, etc. that 
will be needed and likely more expensive to mitigate in the future. The facility holding 
pets in confinement should be built with the physical and mental health of staff/
volunteers and pets in mind.

Because of these unique and costly features, it is very important to streamline services 
and use the space as efficiently as possible. This makes an enormous difference with 
respect to building costs, and ensuring the facility is right-sized. Intake projections do 
not correlate directly with increased human population growth in an area. The future 
should include more social services as opposed to more shelter spaces.

In addition, specialized spaces for animals in confinement require the expertise of 
architects with experience in designing animal shelters. These highly specialized 
architectural firms work nationwide and often subcontract under a local architect. 

Some examples can be found here:
	🔗 Animal Arts
	🔗 Designed Learned
	🔗 Shelter Planners of America
	🔗 Bacon Group Architecture

References and Resources: 
	🔗 Best Practice Playbook for Animal Shelters, page 23
	🔗 How to Design Animal Shelters with Fear Free Principles in Mind
	🔗 Drs. Wagner and Hurley Publish Pair of Studies of the Effects of Housing on 
Shelter Cat

Messaging/Social Media
Effective community messaging is a critical component of a modern animal services 
system. Communication should be designed to help residents resolve common issues 
before they result in enforcement calls or shelter intake.

This begins with the most basic public-facing tools, including the website and even 
automated phone greetings or voicemail messages. These are often the first points 
of contact for residents seeking help. Leadership should identify the most common 
challenges facing the community – such as at-large dogs, free roaming cats, access to 
veterinary care, or pet retention – and ensure that clear solutions and resources are 
the first information residents see when they visit the website or hear when they call 
the department.

http://animalarts.com/
http://designlearned.com/
http://shelterplannersofamerica.com/
https://bgarchitects.com/
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Dr-Sara-Pizano-DVM-MA/author/B08N9KZNKB?ref=ap_rdr&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=3511f841-eb96-47e2-a95d-4661d399dfe5
https://www.designlearned.com/post/how-to-design-animal-care-facilities-with-fear-free-principles-in-mind
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/drs-wagner-and-hurley-publish-pair-of-studies-of-the-effects-of-housing-on-shelter-cat-health-well-being-and-adoption/
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/drs-wagner-and-hurley-publish-pair-of-studies-of-the-effects-of-housing-on-shelter-cat-health-well-being-and-adoption/
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When residents can quickly find guidance and resources, many problems can be 
resolved without requiring a Field Services response or shelter intake. Information 
about community programs should be easy to locate and clearly explain available 
services. Whenever possible, these pages should also provide simple opportunities for 
community members to support the program financially through donations.

When animals do enter the shelter, clear and proactive communication can also 
improve outcomes. Several strategies can help ensure that animals receive visibility 
and support while in care:

	• Except in enforcement cases, pets should be promoted immediately from the 
point of intake with a flattering photographs and basic information to help reunite 
them with their families or find placement quickly. 

	• Shelter software should be used to maximize automation, allowing pets to be 
posted to websites, adoption platforms, and social media channels in real time. 

	• Social media content should maintain a balance between animals in need of 
placement and positive stories that highlight successful outcomes and the 
important work happening behind the scenes. 

	• Sheltering organizations, including those operated by municipalities, should 
maintain their own website and direct control over social media channels, with 
content guided by clear Standard Operating Procedures.

Effective messaging strengthens transparency, builds community trust, and supports 
lifesaving outcomes by helping residents become part of the solution.

References and Resources:
	🔗 5 Social Media Tips to Promote Animals for Shelters or Rescues
	🔗 Viral for a Cause: Short Form Video for Animal Shelters

https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/5-social-media-tips-promote-animals
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smPcAc18qug
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Quick-Start Guide to AI for Animal Welfare Professionals

Provided by Outcomes for Pets 

Artificial intelligence is rapidly becoming a practical tool for animal welfare 
organizations. The following guide from Kristen Hassen  provides a simple starting 
point for professionals interested in exploring how AI can support shelter operations.

The best way to learn AI is to, in the words of professor and AI expert Ethan Mollick, 
“invite it to the table.” The more you use AI for both personal and professional tasks, 
the faster you will understand its power and potential.

Whether we like it or not, AI is changing how we work and live. Developing a basic 
level of familiarity with these tools will be increasingly important for animal welfare 
professionals.

Animal shelters are already using AI to:

•	 Augment customer service to ensure consistent and accurate responses
•	 Develop marketing and communications campaigns
•	 Write and update policies, procedures, and other organizational documents
•	 Analyze and better use shelter data
•	 Streamline animal movement through the system to reduce length of stay
•	 Help reunite lost pets with their families more quickly
•	 Edit images without altering the appearance of the animal
•	 Manage risk and improve operational safety 

If you’re just getting started or training others, these tips can make learning AI easier 
and more productive.

Appendix B: Quick-Start Guide to AI for Animal Welfare Professionals

https://outcomesforpets.com/
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Frequently Asked Questions 
LEGAL FRAMEWORK & MUNICIPAL RESPONSIBILITY

1. What is a municipality obligated to do?
State statutes require that each municipality be responsible for providing for public 
and animal safety. This may be done directly or through a contract service provider 
such as a nonprofit animal welfare organization or another municipality for Field 
Services and/or sheltering.

In today’s society, humane care and lifesaving are expected of all animal services 
organizations. Euthanasia should be reserved only for large, community-unsafe dogs 
and medical cases (any species) beyond hope or resources. This lifesaving mission can 
and should be woven into the delivery of public and animal safety.

2. What are we doing currently?
Each municipality is given authority via state statute to provide for public and animal
safety, but there is no national legal benchmark for programming. As a result, there 
is great variation between municipalities. This guide outlines the key strategies for 
creating the most efficient modern animal welfare system.

3. Is there a model animal welfare ordinance?
No. However, there are key recommendations to ensure ordinances align with best 
practice industry standards. (Read more in the Responsible Public Policy section.)

4. Should the local ordinance be posted on the municipal website?
Yes. While most state laws do not mandate posting local ordinances online, 
municipalities are obligated to make clear the ordinances pet owners are expected to 
follow. (Read more in the Responsible Public Policy section.)

5. Who provides oversight for animal control and sheltering 
programs?
There is no national governing body overseeing animal control and sheltering 
programs. State statutes address cruelty and neglect, and enforcement may fall to 
state or local attorneys. In some states, Departments of Agriculture or Health inspect 
shelters.

https://www.animallaw.info/
https://www.animallaw.info/article/state-animal-anti-cruelty-statutes-overview-0#:~:text=Summary%3A,laws%20throughout%20the%20United%20States
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National organizations such as Humane World for Animals (formerly Humane Society 
of the United States) and the ASPCA do not govern or oversee independent shelters, 
even if those shelters share similar names.

GOVERNANCE & ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

6. What department should oversee Field Services and/or sheltering?
Animal Services often has one of the smallest municipal budgets but generates some 
of the most visible public controversy. For efficiency and responsiveness, leadership 
over Field Services and sheltering should report directly to municipal operations 
management. Read more in the Unified Leadership section.

7. Should Animal Services fall under law enforcement?
Modern animal welfare systems prioritize prevention and community-based solutions 
while reserving enforcement for true cruelty and neglect cases. Because most calls do 
not involve malicious intent, Animal Services should not routinely fall under police, 
sheriff, or code enforcement structures. Read more in the Unified Leadership section.

8. What other departments or entities should collaborate with Animal 
Services?
Strong partnerships with the Municipal Attorney’s Office, Public Health, Social 
Services, Child Welfare, and Law Enforcement are crucial. Many animal-related cases 
intersect with domestic violence, hoarding, mental health, housing instability, and 
access to care. A One Health/One Welfare approach improves outcomes for both 
people and animals.

9. Can a municipality outsource Field Services and sheltering?
Yes, if approved by the municipality, Field Services and/or sheltering can be 
outsourced to a non-profit animal welfare organization or other municipality. A 
detailed contract with respect to how that organization provides Field Services and/or 
operates the shelter is of the utmost importance and should be in line with basic best 
practice industry standards and operating within state and local legal requirements 
(Sample Contract Template Here).

10. Are there state or national nonprofits that will operate municipal 
Field Services or shelters?
No. There are no national or state-level organizations that operate local Field Services 
or shelters on behalf of municipalities at scale.

https://www.cdc.gov/one-health/about/index.html
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INDUSTRY STANDARDS & BEST PRACTICES

11. Are there industry standards for Field Services?
Yes, industry standards are established by the National Animal Control Association 
and the Association of Shelter Veterinarians Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal 
Shelters. Read more in the Field Services section.

12. Are there industry standards for animal sheltering?
Yes. The ASV Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal Shelters, the Best Practice 
Playbook for Animal Shelters, and the Human Animal Support Services (HASS) 
Playbook provide widely recognized frameworks.

13. Are there model Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for com-
munity programs? Field Services? Sheltering?
There is no single national SOP package due to variation in community size 
and partnerships. However, the Association of Shelter Veterinarians provides 
comprehensive guidelines for shelter and Field Services, as do Human Animal 
Support Services, the National Animal Control Association, and Best Friends Animal 
Society. Read more in Budget and Staffing.

14. What is meant by “best practice industry standards,” and how 
does that relate to “No Kill”?
Best practice standards are based on established professional guidelines from NACA 
and ASV. The term “No Kill” typically refers to a 90% live release rate, but varies in 
interpretation and does not account for length of stay or welfare considerations.

Best practice focuses on humane care, public safety, and responsible lifesaving rather 
than labels. 

In the 1970s and 1980s an estimated 13.5 million dogs and cats were euthanized 
in shelters. Because of those high numbers, it became the public narrative and 
assumption that fewer than 10% of those pets were unhealthy or had treatable 
conditions and therefore 90% should not be euthanized.
 
When a shelter saves more than 90% of all incoming pets, it is commonly referred 
to as a ‘No Kill’ organization, ie., 90% live release rate or save rate. The term No Kill, 
however, has varied meaning between individuals and organizations, with some 
meaning only pets with no hope of recovery, quality of life, or severe aggression are 
euthanized, while others do not believe pets should be euthanized for any reason.

http://nacanet.org/
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Dr-Sara-Pizano-DVM-MA/author/B08N9KZNKB?ref=ap_rdr&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=3511f841-eb96-47e2-a95d-4661d399dfe5
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Dr-Sara-Pizano-DVM-MA/author/B08N9KZNKB?ref=ap_rdr&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=3511f841-eb96-47e2-a95d-4661d399dfe5
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/hass-playbook/
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/hass-playbook/
https://jsmcah.org/index.php/jasv/issue/view/2
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/hass-playbook/
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/hass-playbook/
https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/NACA_Guidelines.pdf
https://bestfriends.org/pet-care-resources/humane-animal-control-manual
https://bestfriends.org/pet-care-resources/humane-animal-control-manual
http://nacanet.org/
http://sheltervet.org/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5981279/#B5-animals-08-00068
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The definitions of sick, quality of life, and aggression are not unified and cause great 
discourse throughout the entire industry. In addition, the goal of ‘No Kill’ or saving 
90% does not take into account the mental and physical trauma of long lengths of 
stay in institutionalized confinement, which is problematic.

15. What does “Fear Free” mean?
Fear Free refers to handling and housing practices that reduce stress, fear, and anxiety 
in animals, improving welfare outcomes and staff safety. The Fear Free Shelters 
training program is free for all animal welfare staff and volunteers, and can be found 
at www.fearfreeshelters.com.

DATA, TRENDS & NATIONAL CONTEXT

16. What data should be tracked and how?
Animal services software should capture community programming, Field Services call 
categories, intake types, length of stay, and outcomes. Data analysis drives strategic 
decision-making and resource allocation. Read more in the Data Management 
section. 

17. Has shelter intake increased in recent years, including during and 
after the pandemic? Does intake increase as population of people in 
the community increases?
No. Intake has declined compared to 2019 levels. However, length of stay for large 
dogs has increased, contributing to overcrowding. Intake does not correlate directly 
with human population growth. Proactive Safety Net and community programs 
reduce intake more effectively than reactive shelter expansion.

18. Is it true that all shelter pets have behavioral or medical problems?
No. Many animals are friendly and healthy and enter shelters due to human-related 
challenges such as housing instability or financial hardship.

COMMUNITY PREVENTION & ACCESS TO CARE

19. Why should municipalities subsidize proactive community 
programs?
Proactive community programs such as subsidized targeted spay/neuter that includes 
free roaming cats, vaccine/microchip clinics, and Safety Net programs are linked 
to a reduction in enforcement complaints and shelter intake, as well as increased 
community immunity against rabies.

http://www.fearfreeshelters.com/
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These programs prevent the subsequent negative sequelae if not addressed, such 
as the inability to staff Field Services programs appropriately, provide for public and 
animal safety, and service delays. Shelter overcrowding leads to higher safety risks 
for staff, the public, and volunteers; higher rates of infectious disease and therefore 
cost of care; increased euthanasia rates; and the inability to house and care for pets 
humanely. Read more in the Community Programming section.

20. Is access to veterinary care currently a national issue?
Yes. Rising costs and workforce shortages have created significant barriers to 
veterinary care, contributing to shelter intake and owner surrenders. The American 
Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) has recognized lack of access to care as a 
current crisis in the U.S.

BUDGET & FINANCIAL STRATEGY

21. How can a well-run animal welfare program benefit the
municipality?
Studies show significant financial and community impact benefits from efficient 
animal services systems, including reduced enforcement burden and improved public 
trust. Two excellent studies showing the enormous positive financial impact are the 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma Economic Impact Study and the City of Austin, Texas 
Economic Impact Study.

Other examples can be found here:
	🔗 Examining the Relationship Between Social Vulnerability and Animal Shelter 
Intakes and Outcomes: Patterns and Implications

	🔗 Monetizing Animal Welfare Impacts for Benefit–Cost Analysis | Journal of 
Benefit-Cost Analysis

22. What is the standard budget template for Animal Services?
While there is no industry standard budget template, the Human Animal Support 
Services budget calculator should be used to create a framework that includes 
community programming, Field Services, and sheltering/lifesaving.

Historically, animal control budgets have been based on the numbers of pets entering 
the shelter, and some were developed using a per capita dollar amount. This is no 
longer feasible/practical as shelter intake continues to decrease nationally, as 
proactive community programs become more impactful and shelter intake is not 
correlated with an increase in the population of people. In addition, historical Field 

http://www.avma.org/
http://www.avma.org/
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=humsrorg
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=anilleg
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/14/22/3166
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/14/22/3166
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-benefit-cost-analysis/article/monetizing-animal-welfare-impacts-for-benefitcost-analysis/4558DB0D80DA18D4DC25788E967C0ACD
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-benefit-cost-analysis/article/monetizing-animal-welfare-impacts-for-benefitcost-analysis/4558DB0D80DA18D4DC25788E967C0ACD
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/the-hass-budget-calculator/
https://www.humananimalsupportservices.org/the-hass-budget-calculator/
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Services and sheltering budgets did not include those crucial proactive community 
programs. Read more in the Budget and Staffing section.

23. Can Animal Services generate enough revenue to operate inde-
pendently?
No. Animal Services is not a profit-driven department. It should be viewed similarly 
to Parks & Recreation: a public service. High fees can increase length of stay and 
operational costs rather than offset them.

STAFFING, LEADERSHIP & WORKFORCE WELL-BEING

24. How should staffing structures be developed or updated?
Each Field Services/shelter organization must ensure best practice industry 
standards are in place and proactive programs are provided directly or in partnership/
collaboration with other animal welfare organizations. This minimizes the waste of 
resources and creates the most efficient infrastructure.

Calls for Field Services should be analyzed by category to identify opportunities that 
could prevent calls or resolve issues quickly. And regardless of what entity oversees 
the shelter, processes and protocols should be in place with the sole focus of the 
shortest length of stay with the best care during the stay. Read more in the Budget 
and Staffing section.

25. Does a shelter director need animal welfare experience?
No. The shelter director should be an effective leader who understands the 
importance of managing staff professionally through appropriate training, 
accountability, and support. Understanding and implementing best practice industry 
standards can be taught/learned/studied, with all information available online.
 
26. How does exposure to cruelty and confinement affect staff and 
volunteers?
People working in the animal welfare space include animal control officers, shelter 
staff working in public or private organizations, dispatch, other law enforcement, 
rescue groups, and volunteers. This broad spectrum of people is consistently exposed 
to animals who are neglected intentionally or unintentionally, victims of cruelty, 
injured, and suffering, along with people who may be responsible for their suffering.
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It is well-established that this group of people commonly suffer from Compassion 
Fatigue and Moral Injury that leads to trauma-induced decision making. It is crucial 
that systems are in place to prevent animals and people from suffering, and avenues 
to relieve suffering by following best practice industry standards.

Compassion Fatigue and Moral Injury References:

Mental Well-Being of Shelter Staff
Trauma in Animal Protection and Welfare Work: The Potential of Trauma-Informed 
Practice
A systematic review of the effects of euthanasia and occupational stress in personnel 
working with animals in animal shelters, veterinary clinics, and biomedical research 
facilities
Compassion Fatigue In Animal Shelter Volunteers
Compassion Fatigue in People Who Care for Animals

Resources: 
	🔗 Jessica Dolce, Compassion Fatigue Educator
	🔗 Social Workers in Animal Shelters: A Strategy Toward Reducing Occupational 
Stress Among Animal Shelter Workers

	🔗 Caring for the Animal Caregiver—Occupational Health, Human-Animal Bond 
and Compassion Fatigue

	🔗 Evaluating perceived stressors and areas of needed support in animal shelter 
and rescue workers and volunteers

	🔗 Not One More Vet

PUBLIC TRUST & COMMUNICATION

27. Our organization is facing criticism on social media or in the press. 
How should we respond?
While there will always be criticism on social media, many misunderstandings can be 
prevented and/or addressed through proactive positive messaging, transparency, and 
focusing on collaboration and partnerships. But the most important thing is ensuring 
best practice industry standards are in place, with the clear intention of helping people 
and pets with a dedication to lifesaving. This means reserving euthanasia for large, 
community-unsafe dogs and medical cases (dogs or cats) beyond hope or resources.

https://jsmcah.org/index.php/jasv/article/view/81/170
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35405841/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35405841/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26517615/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26517615/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26517615/
https://faunalytics.org/compassion-fatigue-in-animal-shelter-volunteers/
https://www.ovid.com/journals/trmtlgy/abstract/10.1037/trm0000246~compassion-fatigue-in-people-who-care-for-animals-an?redirectionsource=fulltextview
http://jessicadolce.com/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2021.734396/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2021.734396/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2021.731003/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science/articles/10.3389/fvets.2021.731003/full
https://doaj.org/article/03ed03f2eb0f4168b572e9551f16bb59
https://doaj.org/article/03ed03f2eb0f4168b572e9551f16bb59
http://nomv.org/
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Read more in the Messaging and Social Media section.

Reference and Resource: 
	🔗 People and Animals in Community Together (PACT)

 

Parting Words of Encouragement
The way we protect, care for, and save shelter dogs and cats continues to improve, 
and we are now at a historical low with shelter intake (save the pandemic years) and 
an all-time high of lifesaving at 87%, according to the 2025 Shelter Animals Count 
Annual Data Report. With more knowledge that replaces bias with factual data, there 
is still potential to keep pets with their people. By continuing to build, and develop 
creative partnerships and collaborations across sectors, there is still opportunity to 
help more pets and people without confinement in a shelter. This Go To Guide for 
Animal Services is dedicated to and in honor of all the people who work tirelessly 
every day to make that a reality.

Summary of Key References and Training Opportunities
	🔗 Maddie’s University
	🔗 Association of Shelter Veterinarians Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal 
Shelters

	🔗 Best Practice Playbook for Animal Shelters
	🔗 ASPCApro.org
	🔗 National Animal Control Association
	🔗 Humane World for Animals (national conference)
	🔗 Best Friends Animal Society (national conference)
	🔗 International City/County Management Association
	🔗 National Association of Counties
	🔗 Human Animal Support Services Playbook
	🔗 JBankConsulting.com
	🔗 Outcomes for Pets

https://theaawa.org/pact/
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025-Year-End-Report-FINAL-2.pdf
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025-Year-End-Report-FINAL-2.pdf
https://university.maddiesfund.org/
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.sheltervet.org/assets/docs/2022-ASV-GL-Checklist.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Dr-Sara-Pizano-DVM-MA/author/B08N9KZNKB?ref=ap_rdr&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=3511f841-eb96-47e2-a95d-4661d399dfe5
http://aspcapro.org/
http://nacanet.org/
http://humaneworld.org/
http://bestfriends.org/
http://icma.org/
http://naco.org/
https://resources.humananimalsupportservices.org/hubfs/Playbook PDFs/HASS Playbook - 2024.pdf
http://jbankconsulting.com/
https://outcomesforpets.com/
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This guide was made possible by a grant from Maddie’s Fund®, #ThanksToMaddie.
 

http://www.maddiesfund.org/
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Appendix B

Quick-Start Guide to AI for Animal Welfare Professionals

Provided by Outcomes for Pets

Artificial intelligence is rapidly becoming a practical tool for animal welfare 
organizations. The following guide from Kristen Hassen  provides a simple starting 
point for professionals interested in exploring how AI can support shelter operations.

The best way to learn AI is to, in the words of professor and AI expert Ethan Mollick, 
“invite it to the table.” The more you use AI for both personal and professional tasks, 
the faster you will understand its power and potential.

Whether we like it or not, AI is changing how we work and live. Developing a basic 
level of familiarity with these tools will be increasingly important for animal welfare 
professionals.

Animal shelters are already using AI to:

•	 Augment customer service to ensure consistent and accurate responses
•	 Develop marketing and communications campaigns
•	 Write and update policies, procedures, and other organizational documents
•	 Analyze and better use shelter data
•	 Streamline animal movement through the system to reduce length of stay
•	 Help reunite lost pets with their families more quickly
•	 Edit images without altering the appearance of the animal
•	 Manage risk and improve operational safety 

If you’re just getting started or training others, these tips can make learning AI easier 
and more productive.

https://outcomesforpets.com/
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1. Start with one or two large language models (LLMs)
Large language models include tools such as Anthropic’s Claude, Google Gemini, and 
ChatGPT. Platforms like Microsoft Copilot also use these models and are commonly 
approved for use by governments and nonprofits.

It can be helpful to try more than one platform so you can compare results. When 
starting out, consider using paid versions (typically around $20 per month), since 
many advanced features are only available to paid users.

2. Provide context
One of the most common beginner mistakes is uploading a document and asking AI 
to simply “make it better.”

AI performs much better when you provide context. If you want help designing a 
web page, show the AI an example of a page you like and ask it to create something 
similar. If you need help writing a board report, provide a previous report, explain the 
audience, and describe the key message you want readers to remember.

The more context and detail you provide, the better the results will be.

3. Use the right tool for the task
Different AI tools excel at different things. Some are particularly strong at writing and 
editing documents, others at image editing, coding, or data analysis.

For example, at the time of this writing, Claude performs well with written documents, 
while Google Gemini often excels at image editing. If you’re unsure which tool is best
for a project, you can search online or ask an AI-powered search engine like Perplexity 
something like: “What is the best AI tool for creating videos?”

You may see advertisements, but you will also find useful comparisons of tools suited 
for specific tasks.

4. Be clear about the outcome you want
Sometimes you may ask AI to complete a task and receive several pages of 
technically correct information that still doesn’t match what you were hoping for.

When this happens, pause and ask yourself what result you actually wanted. Often 
the issue is that the prompt lacked context, the goal wasn’t clearly defined, or the 
question itself needed to be reframed.
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If necessary, start a new conversation and clarify your request. AI can usually reach the 
right result, but it often requires clearer direction from the user.

5. If you’re stuck, ask AI for help
If you get stuck using an AI platform, ask the tool itself for guidance.

For example, when analyzing shelter data in a platform like Claude or Julius, you might 
ask: “What data points would best show meaningful changes in intake and outcomes?”

The AI can often suggest useful analyses or data points you may not have considered.

6. Always check your work
AI can sometimes “hallucinate,” meaning it may generate incorrect information or 
fabricate sources.

Two things should always be verified:

First, confirm that the information produced by the AI is supported by research and 
data. You can improve accuracy by asking the AI to research specific sources before 
responding.

Second, always check citations. AI can sometimes generate references that sound 
real but do not actually exist.

For example, when helping a student create a foster manual for cats and kittens, we 
instructed the AI to use the Association of Shelter Veterinarians Guidelines and the
Maddie’s Million Pet Challenge as source material. This resulted in a much stronger 
document aligned with current expert guidance.

7. Learn basic AI concepts
A few foundational concepts can make AI tools easier to use:

•	 Prompting is how we ask AI to perform tasks.
•	 Large language models (LLMs) are the underlying systems that power many AI 

platforms.
•	 Chatbots are interfaces that allow users to interact with these models through 

text or voice.

AI terminology continues to evolve. Listening to podcasts such as The AI Daily Brief, 
How I AI, or Hard Fork can help you stay familiar with emerging concepts and trends.
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The more comfortable you become with these tools, the easier and more enjoyable 
they are to use.

8. Balance benefits with risk
Many AI platforms integrate with email, calendars, and cloud-based drives. While 
these integrations can be convenient, they can also create risks when handling 
sensitive information.

Avoid sharing personal data such as Social Security numbers, passwords, human 
resources files, or other confidential information with AI systems.

Some organizations are developing formal AI-use policies that define approved 
platforms, training requirements, and guidelines for data sharing.

While it is important to understand and mitigate potential risks, completely banning 
or severely restricting AI may have unintended consequences. As AI becomes 
more integrated into everyday work, the best protection is learning how to use it 
responsibly, safely, and effectively.


