
The Power of YES
Removing Barriers from Adoption at Animal Shelters
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Where U.S. Households 
get their pets?



Where
communities 
of color 
and
low-income 
families
get their pets.

Source: HSUS Pets for Life



What does this mean for animal shelters?



Shelters Animals Count ,The National Database
(Q3 Analysis, 2022)

There are

7.3% more animals entering shelters 
than leaving so far this year
up from 6% in the second quarter (Jan-Jun).

...This is still the largest gap in 4 
years.



Despite tremendous 
messaging efforts,

why 
aren’t 
shelters 
the top 
choice?



Application 
Process

Cost Communications

Barriers to Shelter Adoption



Cost Barrier

“Adopters don’t value free pets.”

• Studies show amount paid doesn’t correlate with 
retention or value of the pet.

• Cost of adoption may be a barrier for adopters.

• Important note: waiving fees is not the only factor.



“But adoption fees are revenue!”

Source: Hawes, S. m, Kerrigan, J., Hupe, T., Nawyn, T., Morris, K. Estimating the Cost to Care for 
Animals at Austin Pets Alive! Program Evaluation Report, November 2018. Retrieved October 18, 2022, 
from https://www.maddiesfund.org/assets/grants/FinalReports/cost-for-care-at-apa.pdf 

Cost Barrier



Application Process

Restrictive, lengthy adoption procedures are a 
barrier to adoption.

• Multi-page application in only one language

• Essay style questions with “right or wrong answer” implied

• Requirement to speak to landlords

• Intimate questions about people’s personal lives

• Checking people’s social media

• Prejudice and discrimination in interviewing



Application Process

Example Policies

“Staff will go through the applications submitted 
and call back the ones that seem the best match.”

“Agree to a possible futured home inspection if 
the dog is large breed or dog that has been 
identified to need additional attention.”

“Never have had any animal control violations , 
cruelty convictions or broken any adoption 
contracts in the past.”

Including a leash violation?



• Events promoted only in English

• Industry jargon used in communications

• Assumptions are made about the 
community's attitude towards animals

• The adoption process is vague or unclear.

Communications Barrier

Non-Inclusive Communications



Partner with 
Community

Simplify 
Adoption

Mitigate Bias

Animal Shelter Adoption with Fewer Barriers



• Regularly review your policies and practices and 
challenge the way things have “always been done”

• Reduce length of application, use plain language, 
and remove jargon or industry speak

• Remove housing related questions****

• Simplify vague or unclear language in your 
application and documentation

• Provide resources verbally, in writing and by 
follow up afterwards

Simplify Adoption



• Get to know your communities

• Learn about current and historical housing 
policies in your area

• Understand pet-inclusive housing in your area
• https://www.foundanimals.org/pets-and-housing/

• Learn what languages are prominent in your area

Partner with the Community



Partner with the Community

Make applications and other materials available in 
multiple languages



Mitigate Bias

• Create a welcoming and inclusive 
environment for all potential adopters

• Verify staff and volunteers understand our 
goal of finding homes for pets

• Don’t let match-making turn into screening

• Integrate diversity, equity, inclusion and 
belonging into your policies and practices.



Mitigate Bias

Black and Latinx 
survey respondents
report not feeling 
welcomed 
at animal shelters.

Study by Habri and Petco Love



Lowered Barriers in Action

“We believe in lowering 
the barriers to adoption 
and because of this we do not 
require a minimum adoption 
fee. We do, however, rely on 
financial contributions. 
Any funds received is at the 
discretion of the adopter and 
goes toward the care of 
animals in our rescue.” 

- Seymour Mutts Rescue

Relatively short 
adoption questionnaire

Adopter can ask 
for additional pet 
care information



Lowered Barriers in Action

Questionnaires and documents 
offered in multiple languages

Source: Montgomery County Animal Services and Adoption Center
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/animalservices/adoption/howtoadopt.html 



Promotional materials are 
produced in multiple languages

Lowered Barriers in Action



People love pets 
and want a place 
where they can 
find a companion 
and receive 
ongoing support.



• Access to Veterinary Care, Barriers, Current Practices, and Public Policy https://pphe.utk.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/avcc-report.pdf

• American Pet Products Association https://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp

• Shelter Animals Count 3rd Quarter Report 2022 https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/intake-and-outcome-
data-comparison-for-q3-2022/

• A Comparison of Attachment Levels of Adopters of Cats: Fee-Based Adoptions Versus Free Adoptions 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888700903163674

• Estimating the Cost to Care for Animals at Austin Pets Alive! Program Evaluation Report, November 2018 
https://www.maddiesfund.org/assets/grants/FinalReports/cost-for-care-at-apa.pdf

• Systemic Discrimination Among Large U.S. Employers 
https://eml.berkeley.edu//~crwalters/papers/randres.pdf

• CARE, Companions and Animals for Reform and Equity, Racial Equity Diversity and Inclusion (REDI) 
training https://careawo.org/redi/

• Best Friends Animal Society resources in Spanish 
https://support.bestfriends.org/site/SPageNavigator/es_us/inicio.html

https://pphe.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/avcc-report.pdf
https://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp
https://www.shelteranimalscount.org/intake-and-outcome-data-comparison-for-q3-2022/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888700903163674
https://www.maddiesfund.org/assets/grants/FinalReports/cost-for-care-at-apa.pdf
https://eml.berkeley.edu/%7Ecrwalters/papers/randres.pdf
https://careawo.org/redi/
https://support.bestfriends.org/site/SPageNavigator/es_us/inicio.html
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