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Introduction 

Length of stay (LOS) is increasingly recognized as a critical factor in shelter management, with 
implications for animal health, welfare, sheltering costs and ultimately a shelter’s capacity to save 
lives. Multiple studies have identified length of stay as the most significant risk factor for illness in 
shelter dogs and cats in the U.S.[1-4] With illness comes the need for treatment, reduced welfare and 
more prolonged stay.  

The longer an animal is confined, the greater the need for sufficient space, interaction and 
environmental enrichment to prevent confinement-related stress and behavioral disorders. Longer 
shelter stays also mean crowded shelters with reduced availability of space and care for each animal.  

Ultimately, the longer the stay per animal, the higher the costs as well. Shelters are a resource-limited 
environment: higher costs per animal mean less available for each animal and perhaps even more 
importantly, less to invest in preventive programs that keep animals safe in their homes and out of the 
shelter altogether. Conversely, for any given outcome, shortening the length of stay to that outcome 
will reduce costs, lower risks for behavioral and health problems for each animal and provide better 
conditions for all shelter animals and people alike. 

The concern is often raised that shortening the length of stay means hastening to euthanize. This 
should never be the case. For an animal certainly destined for euthanasia (e.g. for behavioral or 
medical reasons), shortening the length of stay to that outcome will reduce stress for the animal as 
well as lowering the cost of care and leaving more space, time and resources available for animals 
that have a chance at live release. However, euthanasia should never be substituted for a live outcome 
as a means of reducing length of stay. Rather, systematic efforts should be made to minimize length 
of stay to an appropriate outcome for every animal, whether that is return to owner, rescue, transfer, 
adoption, return to location of origin, or in the case of managed intake, perhaps never entering the 
shelter at all.  

Managed intake 

Managed intake refers to a thoughtful process whereby admission to the shelter is scheduled based on 
the shelter’s capacity to provide care and in some cases, assure a live outcome for each animal 
admitted. Managed intake does not however mean limited intake. 

While it might be expected that scheduling intake would lead animals to be abandoned or suffer 
worse harm in the community than would be incurred by admission to a crowded shelter, in practice 
these fears have not played out. On the contrary, scheduled admissions have been linked to decreased 
intake, decreased crowding and costs, and in some cases dramatic reductions in euthanasia. Any 
animal that is not a hazard or subject to undue risk can be admitted as part of a managed intake 
program. Most commonly these programs target owner surrendered animals and un-owned cats. One 
shelter director’s rationale for a managed intake program for cats and guidelines on how to establish 
such a program (step by step guide) can be found at: 
http://www.maddiesfund.org/Maddies_Institute/Articles/Cats_by_Appointment_Only.html.  



A database can be created to manage intake appointments or a simple paper-based system can be 
used. Priority for admission should be given to juvenile animals (old enough for adoption, young 
enough to be maximally cute), as delaying intake of youngsters for more than a short time may allow 
them to grow to a “less-adoptable” stage.  

An average wait time of 5-7 days may actually help community members resolve problems on their 
own, bypassing the shelter system entirely. In the meantime, resources should be provided to resolve 
common issues, including sources for low-cost spay/neuter and other medical services, behavioral 
information and help to resolve common problems, and information and web-based posting sites to 
help finders reunite lost pets with owners and help owners rehome pets safely on their own. An 
example of a shelter’s resource page for owners awaiting appointments can be found at: 
http://www.animalhumanesociety.org/services/surrender 

Ready-set-go and finder/foster 

A “ready-set-go” program prepares animals for adoption before they are ever admitted to the shelter. 
This can be used in conjunction with a managed intake program or simply as an option for owners 
who would like to enhance the animal’s chances for speedy adoption. This would include having the 
owner bring in the pet for a first set of vaccines, performing spay/neuter surgery if needed, treatment 
for internal and external parasites, and potentially behavioral evaluation. Typically these are 
procedures that would be performed prior to placement for adoption anyway, so no additional 
expenses are incurred as long as the animal is brought back for adoption. Meanwhile, the animal can 
go home for 1-2 weeks recovering from surgery and allowing plenty of time for vaccination to 
provide protection while the pet remains in a low risk environment. Upon return to the shelter the 
animal can be revaccinated if needed and placed immediately up for adoption.  

Finder/foster is another pre-intake program that can help shelters with limited formal foster programs 
reduce euthanasia of underage kittens. In a finder/foster program, finders bringing under-age kittens 
to the shelter are offered material and informational support and asked to keep the kittens until they 
are old enough for adoption. Surprisingly often, finders will be willing - especially if they are aware 
that the alternative could be euthanasia. Inexperienced caregivers can be paired with a more 
experienced “foster buddy” as well as provided with web-based resources and of course, the option to 
contact the shelter at any time should they run into problems. Detailed web based resources for foster 
providers and mentors can be found at http://catadoptionteam.org/fostering4rockstars/mentor/nav.  

 

Fast track/slow track: speeding up the trip to adoption 

Not every animal will need to spend the same amount of time in the shelter system. Some, such as 
injured animals and neonates, will require extended care to get to the point of adoption. Others will 
appeal to the tastes of a rare few adopters and may wait a long while for that right person to walk in 
the door.  

Fortunately, there are also many animals that come in the door “ready to go”, appeal to a broad range 
of adopters and have no particular barriers to adoption. Allowing these “fast track” animals to move 
through the shelter system quickly is key to providing the conditions and care that the slower track 
animals require to thrive.  



Developing a system to identify fast track versus slow track animals at, or soon after, intake can help 
ensure each animal moves along the appropriate pathway. Information on developing a fast 
track/slow track scoring system can be found at http://www.sheltermedicine.com/shelter-health-
portal/information-sheets/developing-intake-and-adoption-decision-making-criteria (or enter 
“decision” into the search box at www.sheltermedicine.com).  

Especially when resources to move animals through to adoption are limited (e.g. space in adoption 
areas, staff time for evaluations, surgical slots for spay/neuter, etc.), fast track animals should “skip to 
the head of the line” ahead of slow track animals. This frees up congestion in pre-adoption areas and 
lowers the daily population, freeing staff time to provide better care for slow and fast track animals 
alike and ultimately will tend to reduce LOS for both groups. For more information about fast 
track/slow track planning, see http://www.aspcapro.org/resource/shelter-health-animal-care-
intake/fast-track-planning.  

Open selection: waiting for adoption while waiting for reclaim 

Often, some amount of time in pre-adoption holding is inevitable. For many shelters, it makes sense 
to optimize this time by allowing animals to be viewed and selected for adoption or rescue during 
their holding period. If animals can be selected during their stray hold, for example, shelter staff will 
know to prioritize behavioral evaluation, surgery, or any other needed processing for that animal to 
move quickly through the system. In many cases, open selection allows animals to bypass spending 
time in adoption entirely, saving space and resources for those animals that truly need it. 

To implement open selection, determine which areas of the shelter will be accessible to the public, 
allowing as much access as possible to animals in stray hold while protecting people from exposure 
to dangerous animals or those involved in legal proceedings. Develop a system to record interested 
parties and an order of priority. Commonly open selection adoptions are on a first come, first serve 
basis, with scheduled windows after the stray hold for adoption to take place. For instance, if the first 
person on the list does not show up for an adoption appointment on the first day the animal is 
available, the second person on the list is notified, etc.  Consider too whether some groups will have 
priority over others (members of the public, shelter staff, shelter volunteers, pro-active transfer/rescue 
partners, reactive transfer/rescue partners, etc.). Spell out the policy, put it in writing, and make sure 
front office and kennel staff communicate consistently to avoid confusion and disappointment. 
Record contact information for any interested parties so they can be notified if the animal is 
reclaimed or for any other reason does not become available for adoption as planned. 

Bonus Length of Stay 

We tend to think of “bonus time” as a good thing, and often it is. However, bonus length of stay here 
refers to time spent by an animal not actively and productively moving towards a live outcome. This 
includes both time spent being treated for shelter-acquired illness and time spent lost in the system, 
awaiting needed care and processing. These two factors tend to feed on each other – when care is 
delayed and LOS increases, the risk for illness rises commensurately.  

When more animals are ill, staff time for animal care and processing is reduced, and delays occur. It 
is easy for a vicious cycle to get started that leads to ever increasing crowding and disease. 



Fortunately, this can be reversed through a diligent effort to bring the population back within shelter 
capacity through extra attention to each step of animal movement through the system.  

Daily Population Wellness Rounds 
 
Ultimately the key to unwinding a cycle of bonus length of stay, or better yet preventing it in the first 
place, is a system of Daily Population Wellness Rounds. Unlike medical rounds, population wellness 
rounds take into account a holistic view of each animal in the shelter, within the context of the whole 
population, and ask of every individual “what can we do for you today?”  

Whether an elderly dog needs a rescue group specializing in senior mutts to be contacted, or a fearful 
animal needs a hiding box to help her cope, daily rounds ensures that each animal’s needs are met and 
that every action is taken promptly to move the animal through the system. In order to provide this 
holistic perspective, population rounds should include staff able/empowered to make decisions and 
take action from a shelter management, medical and behavioral perspective. More detailed 
information about daily rounds is available at http://www.aspcapro.org/resource/shelter-health-
animal-care-intake/population-wellness-rounds.   A webinar on daily rounds can be viewed at 
http://www.aspcapro.org/node/78728  

Shelter rounds are distinct from, and more inclusive than, daily monitoring of animal health and 
behavior. Daily shelter rounds are also distinct from veterinary rounds, which focus on examining 
animals identified as having a medical concern. Veterinary rounds should follow daily shelter rounds 
and daily monitoring to respond to any concerns identified in those processes.  

Performing daily rounds can have a dramatic impact on length of stay, which in turn can decrease 
shelter crowding, lower disease levels and costs, and improve animal care and welfare as problems 
are identified and quickly addressed.  

Instructions for Daily Population Wellness rounds 

Assess each animal daily and ensure that all needed actions have been taken for that animal that day 
including:  

ü Accurate description and photograph of animal in computer system and posted to web 

ü Vaccination, parasite control on intake and follow up as needed 

ü Contact of owner or follow up on identification 

ü Behavioral and/or medical care to alleviate suffering and improve adoptability 

o Initiation or discontinuation of treatment 

ü Behavioral and/or medical assessment to determine adoptability 

ü Spay/neuter surgery or other medical procedures required before adoption 

ü Rescue group contact and pick-up 

ü Movement from areas such as stray to adoptable areas as soon as required hold is 
completed 

ü Euthanasia – decision and performance 

The daily assessment should include the shelter manager, veterinarian and director (or equivalent 
positions) working together at least once a week. On a daily basis, include staff who are able to assess 



clerical issues (e.g. paperwork, owner contact process, issues with legal holds); medical issues; and 
behavioral issues.  

Perform daily rounds early in the day if possible (prior to cleaning) at a time when interruptions will 
be minimized. The assessment includes a look at the overall condition of each ward or holding area 
(smell, cleanliness, noise, overall presentation to adopters) and attention to each animal’s paperwork, 
cage/kennel, and an assessment of the animal’s physical and mental condition. For group housed 
animals (including litters), specifically note each animal in the group and briefly assess them, the 
same as for individually housed animals. At least every two weeks, perform a more detailed 
evaluation of each individual animal still in the shelter.   

When starting from a crowded ground zero, daily rounds can seem like an overwhelming task. 
Starting with an emphasis on moving fast track animals quickly through the system can help reduce 
the daily burden and allow focus on animals with more complex requirements. Sometimes it is 
necessary to bring extra staff on board or invest in overtime for a short while to get caught up.  
Sometimes it is necessary to start small and work up – even weekly rounds are better than no rounds 
at all.  

Each time an animal is moved safely through the system even one day sooner than before, breathing 
room is created to do a little more, and then still a little more. Pretty soon an “un-vicious cycle” is 
created where animals move through the shelter more quickly, illness and stress is reduced, 
volunteers and adopters are happier, costs decline, and resources are freed up to focus on the life 
saving preventive work that is at the heart of all we do. And that’s the magic of length of stay!  
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Fast	  Track	  Scoring	  Sheet	  

Criteria	  1	  -‐	  Age	  

Age	   Score	  
≤2	  months	   +10	  
2-‐3	  months	   +9	  
3-‐4	  months	   +8	  
4-‐6	  months	   +7	  
1-‐2	  years	   +6	  

6-‐12	  months	   +5	  
2-‐4	  years	   +4	  
4-‐6	  years	   +3	  
6-‐8	  years	   +2	  
8-‐10	  years	   +1	  
>10	  years	   0	  

Total	  for	  Criteria	  1:	   	   	   	   _________	  

Criteria	  2	  –	  Color/Breed	  

Description	   Score	  
Pure	  Breed	  or	  Solid	  White	   +10	  

Siamese	  Mix	   +9	  
Orange	  Tabby	  –	  long/medium	  hair	   +8	  
Calico	  or	  torti	  –	  long/medium	  hair	   +7	  

Orange	  Tabby	  –	  short	  hair	   +6	  
Calico	  or	  torti	  –	  short	  hair	   +5	  
Tabby	  –	  long/medium	  hair	   +4	  

Tabby	  –	  short	  hair	   +3	  
Bicolor	  –	  grey/white	  or	  solid	  grey	   +2	  

Bicolor	  –	  black/white	   +1	  
Solid	  Black	   0	  

Total	  for	  Criteria	  2:	   	   	   	   _________	  

Criteria	  3	  -‐	  Behavior	  

Behavior	   Score	  
At	  front	  of	  cage,	  actively	  seeks	  attention,	  
makes	  biscuits,	  sticks	  feet	  through	  cage,	  all	  

ages	  

+10	  

At	  front	  of	  cage,	  actively	  seeks	  attention,	  
makes	  biscuits,	  sticks	  feet	  through	  cage,	  not	  

all	  ages	  

+9	  



At	  front	  of	  cage,	  not	  as	  animated,	  purrs	  when	  
held,	  all	  ages	  

+8	  

At	  front	  of	  cage,	  not	  as	  animated,	  purrs	  when	  
held,	  not	  all	  ages	  

+7	  

Becomes	  animated	  when	  you	  walk	  up	  to	  cage	   +6	  
Playful	  in	  cage,	  not	  as	  animated	  with	  people	   +5	  
Stays	  in	  rear	  of	  cage,	  becomes	  animated	  when	  

removed	  from	  cage	  
+4	  

Stays	  in	  back	  of	  cage,	  does	  not	  hide,	  easy	  to	  
handle,	  purrs	  

+3	  

Stays	  in	  back	  of	  cage,	  hides,	  easy	  to	  handle,	  
purrs	  

+2	  

Shy,	  hides	  under	  towels	   +1	  
Shy,	  hides	  under	  towels,	  hisses	  and/or	  growls	   0	  

Total	  for	  Criteria	  3:	   	   	   	   _________	  

Additional	  Points	  

Med	  counsel	  -‐	  special	   -‐10	  
Med	  counsel	  -‐	  basic	   -‐5	  

Surrendered	  for	  elimination	   -‐20	  
Must	  be	  only	  cat	   -‐20	  
Does	  not	  like	  dogs	   -‐10	  

Perfect	  Pair	   -‐10	  
History	  of	  biting	   -‐10	  

Declawed	   +5	  
Unusual	  Markings	   +5-‐20	  

Total	  Additional	  Points:	   	   	   	   _________	  

Total	  Points	  :	   	   	   	   	   _________	  

Fast	  Track	  Score:	   	   	   ≥25:	  5	  
20-‐24:	  4	  
11-‐19:	  3	  
5-‐10:	  2	  
0-‐4:	  1	  
<0:	  0	  

	  

Fast	  Track	  Score:	   _______________	  

	  


