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   Animal shelter marketing practices that reduce or waive pet adoption fees to increase adoptions are 
controversial due to fears that discounting fees may “devalue” pets and increase the risk of adoption 
failure.  The purpose of this study was to examine the association of adoption fees and pet demographics 
with the risk of being returned to the shelter following adoption.  
   Cat and dog adoption records were obtained from a web-based shelter management software program 
that recorded 867,732 cats and 899,865 dogs in 1,393 shelters and rescue programs nationwide in 2010. 
   For each pet adoption, the following information was collected: species, age, sex, neuter status, 
adoption fee, and adoption date. For the purpose of this study, cats and dogs six months or younger were 
considered to be juvenile kittens and puppies and those more than six months old were considered to be 
adults. Shelters assigned apparent predominant breeds based on knowledge of the pedigree or physical 
appearance and also indicated whether the pets were believed to be pure or mixed breeds. For dogs, these 
predominant breed designations were then combined into 10 groups based on genetic relatedness.  
   For pets that were returned to the shelter following adoption, additional information collected included 
date and manner of return and final outcome. Each shelter used its own definitions for types of return. For 
the purposes of this study, the definition of “adoption return” included pets that were relinquished back to 
the shelter by their owners and excluded pets that were returned as strays, transferred back from other 
shelters, or seized. Return data were collected through June 1, 2011, so that 6-18 months of follow-up was 
available following each pet adoption.  Results for cats and dogs were evaluated separately.  The 
probability of an animal being returned by the adopter to the shelter was calculated using the Chi Square 
test.  P < 0.05 was considered significant. 
   Dogs (13.06%) were significantly more likely to be returned than cats (7.3%), even though adoption 
fees were lower for cats. The proportion of returns was higher for adults (9.9% cats; 14.5% dogs) than for 
juveniles (5.3% cats; 10.9% dogs), and for males (7.5% cats; 13.3% dogs) than for females (7.2% cats; 
12.8% dogs). In cats, being neutered was associated with a reduction in return (6.9% sterilized; 7.9% 
intact), whereas the opposite was true for dogs (13.7% sterilized; 12.5% intact). Purebred cats (10.6%) 
were returned more often than mixed-breed cats (7.3%). Toy breed dogs were the least likely (9.9%) and 
mastiff-like dogs were the most likely to be returned (16.0%).  When species, age, and adoption fee 
amount were considered together, kittens were the least likely to be returned, followed by adult cats, 
puppies, and finally adult dogs, regardless of whether a fee was charged.  
   Based on this large national survey, it appears that the benefits of fee discounts to promote more 
adoptions outweigh the risks of increased adoption returns. 


