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Chapter 3

Veterinary Prac��oners

 Veterinarians have led successful efforts against all past epidemic-scale threats 

to companion animals in the United States, including rabies, distemper, and parvo-

virus.162  The single remaining threat of comparable magnitude is the wide-scale 

use of population control euthanasia in animal shelters. In this case, too, practitio-

ners have made a substantial contribution to reducing the incidence of euthanasia 

in shelters during the past 25 years by making pet sterilization widely available and 

effectively counseling their clients about its benefits.163  Even more can be done, 

though. As discussed below, practitioners can help eradicate the use of euthanasia 

as a means of controlling animal shelter populations by providing services that are 

of great benefit to clients and their pets and, at the same time, are compatible with 

the practical requirements of delivering the highest-quality veterinary services.
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I.  Counseling Clients About the Protec�ve Benefits of Surgically Sterilizing   
    Cats and Dogs.

 The health benefits of canine and feline ovariohysterectomy (e.g., prevention of 

pyometra and reduction of mammary gland neoplasms) and castration (e.g., preven-

tion of testicular neoplasms and reduction of prostatitis) are well known.164  

 There can be behavioral benefits as well: Surgical sterilization of dogs and cats is 

associated with a reduction in undesirable or dangerous behaviors that could other-

wise have led to the animal being relinquished to an animal shelter and euthanized. 

For instance, sexually intact dogs are more likely to exhibit inappropriate elimination 

and unwanted chewing than sterilized dogs.165  Intact cats are more likely to exhibit 

inappropriate elimination and aggression toward people.166  Aggression, inappropri-

ate elimination, and destructive behavior are considered to be serious problems by 

pet owners167   and are among the most significant behavioral risk factors associated 

with the relinquishment of cats168  and dogs169  to an animal shelter. Although there 

are some detriments associated with surgical sterilization,170  considering that popu-

lation control euthanasia in animal shelters results in more canine and feline deaths 

in the United States than any infectious or non-infectious disease,171  veterinary prac-

titioners serve their clients well by counseling them about the protective benefits of 

pet sterilization.

 Data suggest that the benefits of pet sterilization to clients and their pets have 

been substantial. In the early 1970s, the pet sterilization rate was only about 5% and 

more than one-fifth of all owned cats and dogs in the United States were put to death 

in shelters every year.172  By 1996, the sterilization rate of owned pets had grown to 

59.9% for dogs and 77.3% for cats,173  and the shelter death toll had dropped by more 

than 75%.174 

II.  Providing Incen�ves for Canine and Feline Ovariohysterectomies 
 Performed Prior to the Animal’s First Estrus.

 Clinical evidence suggests that the optimal age to surgically sterilize female cats 

and dogs is before their first estrus.175   As discussed more fully in the introductory 

chapter (Pages 14-16), while most pet owners recognize the benefits that flow from 

having their pet sterilized, many do not appreciate the critical importance of timeli-
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ness in maximizing these benefits. Surveys consistently show that more than half of 

all dog and cat owners either do not know whether a pet would be better off by hav-

ing a litter before being sterilized or mistakenly believe that she would.176, 177   The ex-

tent of this knowledge deficit is not significantly different between owners who had 

visited a veterinarian within the past year and those who had not,178  suggesting that 

many practitioners have not effectively communicated the time-dependent nature of 

the benefits of pet sterilization to their clients.

 This knowledge deficit 

has likely led many pet own-

ers to delay having female 

pets sterilized until after 

the optimal age. In a 2007 

national survey, more than 

two-fifths of all owners of in-

tact cats cited the benefits of 

having a litter before being 

sterilized as a reason they 

had not had a cat spayed.179  

 

 By delaying having fe-

male pets sterilized until 

after the optimal age, own-

ers jeopardize the animal’s 

health with no benefit. The timing of the kitten and puppy immunization series af-

fords practitioners an excellent opportunity to insure that clients appreciate the im-

portance of timeliness in having female pets sterilized, not only for the health ben-

efits, but also for the protection it may provide in preventing cats that are allowed 

to remain intact from migrating away from home. Less than 3% of all free-roaming 

cats have previously been sterilized,180  suggesting that sterilized cats do not tend 

to wander from their homes and roam freely. To encourage clients to have female 

pets sterilized at the optimal age, practitioners may want to offer incentives for spays 

performed at five months of age or earlier, such as discounts that reflect the reduc-

tion in labor and supplies required or “wellness packages” that include discounts on 

immunizations, microchipping, and puppy socialization classes when purchased with 

the timely sterilization.

Responses to statements contained in 1995-1996 Na-
�onal Pet-Owning Household Survey

Statement: A female dog/cat will be be�er off if she 
has one li�er before being fixed.
            Don’t          
                True             Know           False

Dog Owners  528 (15.5)    1,230 (35.8)   1,656 (48.2) 
Cat Owners   444 (12.8)    1,265 (36.5)   1,742 (50.3)

New, Jr. JC, Salman MD, King M, Scarle� J.M., Kass 
PH, & Hutchinson JM (2000). Characteris�cs of shel-
ter-relinquished animals and their owners compared 
with animals and their owners in U.S. pet-owning 
households. J. Appl. Animal Welfare Sci. 3(3), 192.   
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III.  Counseling Clients About Behavioral Issues and Animal Husbandry.
 

In the National Council’s Shelter Survey, behavioral problems were the most com-

mon reason given when adult dogs were surrendered to a shelter and the second-

most common reason for cats.181  In the 12 shelters surveyed, problem behaviors 

were given as reasons for relinquishment by 28.8% of those who surrendered dogs 

and 21.1% of those surrendering cats.182  Practitioners have an opportunity to re-

duce the rate at which their clients surrender pets to shelters because many of the 

behaviors associated with the greatest risk—such as inappropriate elimination and 

destructive behavior—183, 184 can be modified 185  and many of those who relinquish 

pets are veterinary clients. Seventy percent of adult dogs and 50% of adult cats relin-

quished to shelters in the National Council’s Shelter Survey had received veterinary 

care at least once during the year prior to being relinquished.186  Making sure clients 

understand that treatment options exist for modifying problem behaviors can lead 

to improved veterinary care, increased veterinary income, and fewer deaths from 

euthanasia.187  For instance, inappropriate elimination is the behavior problem as-

sociated with the highest risk of relinquishment for cats 188 and owners who were 

aware that prescription medications were available to modify inappropriate elimina-

tion were half as likely to relinquish a cat as those who were not.189 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“This concern that pet owners will wait too long to have their animals neutered 
is supported by at least two studies of randomly contacted pet owners, in which 
15% and 16% of adopted female cats and dogs had unplanned li�ers before the 
owners had them neutered. The major reason cited by owners for these pregnan-
cies before neutering was accidental breeding. Studies suggest that rou�ne neu-
tering 2 to 3 weeks following the final vaccina�on of client-owned animals can 
now be done safely and will ensure that accidental breeding is minimized. There 
is no data suppor�ng 6 months as the ideal age for neutering. That coupled with 
many veterinarians’ concerns that client-owned animals complete their vaccina-
�on series before neutering suggests that recommenda�ons for age at neutering 
be lowered to 4 to 5 months of age for client-owned animal, depending on when 
the vaccina�on series is completed.” (Reference cita�ons omi�ed.)

Spain CV, Scarle� JM, & Cully SM (2002). When to neuter dogs and cats: A survey 
of New York State veterinarians’ prac�ces and beliefs. J Amer. Anim. Hosp. Ass’n  
38, 487.
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 Counseling clients during their initial visit about animal husbandry, techniques 

for house training, and veterinary availability for assistance with a pet’s behavioral 

problems can help prevent many misconceptions about pets and pet behaviors and 

strengthen the human-animal bond.190  The window of opportunity for counseling 

and intervention can be small, however, because of the frequency with which cats 

and dogs are relinquished shortly after having been acquired.191  For example, more 

than 40% of all relinquishments of adult dogs and more than one-third of adult cat 

relinquishments occur within the first nine months after the pet has been acquired.192  

In many cases, the administration of puppy and kitten vaccinations provides practitio-

ners with an excellent opportunity to inquire about animal husbandry issues and the 

success of house training and to provide timely assistance with problems that arise.193 

 

 Practitioners can often fill a critical need by helping clients understand normal 

canine and feline behavior and better manage problem behaviors, which frequently 

are normal behaviors expressed at an inappropriate time or place.194  If they fail to fill 

that need, however, clients may well secure advice from sources that provide less ac-

curate or protective information. 

Compared to having received 

advice from veterinarians, hav-

ing received canine behavioral 

advice from a breeder, trainer, 

or groomer was associated with 

a risk of relinquishment almost 

three times greater and having 

received advice from a friend or 

neighbor had a six times greater 

risk.195  

 The protective benefit of ef-

fective counseling about animal 

husbandry and house training is 

reflected in relinquishment stud-

ies. People who relinquished 

cats, for example, exhibited rela-

tively significant knowledge def-

icits compared to other cat own-

ers regarding the estrus cycle 

of cats, the concept of spite as a 

“There is no doubt in my mind that in a North-
ern European or North American veterinarian’s 
prac�ce career she or he will have more oppor-
tuni�es to save lives for behavior reasons than 
for medical ones. To save a life because of a be-
havior problem is as important as saving a life 
by controlling a medical condi�on. In Britain 
and North America the greatest reasons why 
people relinquish their dogs to animal welfare 
organiza�ons are behavior problems or inap-
propriate expecta�ons. Even in the most so-
phis�cated of veterinary prac�ces in Europe or 
North America, where most animal deaths are 
due to age and disease, it is es�mated that five 
out of every one hundred deaths is a euthana-
sia for behavior problems.”

Fogel B (1999). The changing role of animals in 
western society: Influences upon and from the 
veterinary profession. Anthrozoos 12 (4), 238.
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motivating factor behind some types of cat behavior, the need for immediate correc-

tion when a cat behaves improperly, the behavioral problems that can occur as the 

number of cats in a household increases, and the tendency of cats to pounce, scratch, 

or bite as a form of play.196  Similarly, people who relinquished dogs had relatively 

significant knowledge deficits regarding the estrus cycle of female dogs, the concept 

of spite as a motivating factor behind some types of dog behavior, and appropriate 

methods of house training.197  By insuring that clients have a basic understanding of 

animal husbandry and recognize that, with effort, many of their pets’ undesirable 

behaviors can be modified, practitioners can help prevent the often fragile bond be-

tween clients and their pets from being broken.198 

“VETERINARIANS AND OTHER ANIMAL PROFESSIONALS
 COULD MAKE A DIFFERENCE.

“It isn’t just puppies and ki�ens anymore. There are other issues causing 
people to give up their animal, some issues that could be addressed in 
ways that would allow the animal to remain part of the family.
 
People have unrealis�c expecta�ons. When those aren’t met, they give 
up. Knowing why some human-animal rela�onships are unsuccessful is 
the first step toward preven�on. From a mountain of data, some pat-
terns and possible solu�ons are emerging.

The majority of dogs and cats relinquished had been in the home for less 
than a year. This leaves a narrow window of opportunity for salvaging the 
rela�onship. Educa�on must be implemented during the ini�al health 
examina�on at a veterinary clinic or source of acquisi�on. Here miscon-
cep�ons can be clarified, obedience training can be recommended and 
poten�al behavior problems could be iden�fied and/or discussed.

A few minutes of �me in the clinic could result in years of trust, respect 
and loyalty from a client experiencing a las�ng, successful rela�onship 
with a companion animal. Animal professionals are encouraged to u�lize 
the informa�on from this research to begin their own program of build-
ing successful human-animal rela�onships.”

Exploring the surplus cat and dog problem: Highlights of five research 
publica�ons regarding relinquishment of pets. Na�onal Council on Pet 
Popula�on Study and Policy, h�p://www.petpopula�on.org/exploring.
pdf, 5.
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IV.  Including Dog Training Classes as Part of a Small Animal Prac�ce

 Pets do not instinctively acquire behaviors that are necessary for their positive 

interaction with their owners.199  Effective training and socialization programs, how-

ever, can strengthen the bond between owner and pet by modifying both the animal’s 

behaviors and the owner’s expectations.200 

 Participation in dog training classes is associated with pets having fewer and 

less prevalent problem behaviors.201  The National Council’s Shelter Survey found 

that only 4% of relinquished dogs had participated in obedience classes after their 

acquisition.202  Dogs that had not participated in obedience classes after being ac-

quired were at five times greater risk of being relinquished to an Indiana shelter than 

those that had.203  Indeed, an analysis of the modifiable factors associated with the 

greatest risk of relinquishment (i.e., failure to participate in a dog obedience class 

after acquisition, lack of frequent veterinary care, owner’s inappropriate care expec-

tations, being sexually intact, and daily or weekly inappropriate elimination) found 

that participation in an obedience class would result in a greater reduction of canine 

relinquishments than any other intervention.204  Approximately two-thirds of canine 

relinquishments to the shelter in the study could theoretically have been prevented 

if the owner and animal had participated in dog training classes.205 

 Practitioners can provide a valuable service to their clients and the community 

by offering dog-training classes as part of their practice.206  These services, which 

can be delivered by well-trained technicians, not only can help reduce pet relinquish-

ments, they also can bring clients to—and keep clients at—a practice.207 

V.  Providing Puppy Socializa�on Classes As Part of a Small Animal Prac�ce

 Behavioral issues are the leading cause of death for dogs under three years 

of age.208  Participation in socialization classes as a puppy is associated with fewer 

problem behaviors and a reduced risk of relinquishment. A 2003 survey of puppies 

adopted from a Minnesota animal shelter found puppies that had participated in so-

cialization classes before they were 16 weeks old were significantly more likely to 

be retained in their adoptive homes than those that received no formal socialization 

training. 209 
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 In much the same way that prac-

titioners can provide a life-saving 

service to clients and the commu-

nity by incorporating dog-training 

classes in their practice, puppy so-

cialization classes can be of similar 

benefit. If a single practice is not 

able to provide classes on its own, 

a group of clinicians and trained 

technicians can work together to 

set up a socialization program and 

rotate the responsibility of teach-

ing the classes. 

VI.  Counseling Clients About  
 the Importance of Provid- 
 ing Their Pets with Iden�fi- 
 ca�on

 A 2005 study of lost pets con-

ducted in Ohio found that only 48% 

of all lost dogs210  and 19% of all lost 

cats211  had been wearing an iden-

tification tag or had a microchip 

at the time they became lost. This 

study also found, not surprisingly, 

that lost pets with some form of identification were more likely to be returned home 

than those with none. More than three-fourths of all the dogs with identification were 

returned home, compared to two-thirds of those with none.212  Cats with identifica-

tion also tended to have a greater chance of being returned to their owner: 61.2% of 

the cats with identification were returned home compared to 51.3% of those without 

identification.213 

 U.S. pet owners’ failure to provide their pets with identification is likely related to 

the relatively low rate at which lost and stray pets are successfully returned to their 

owners. The 1998 National Shelter Survey found that less than 25% of stray and lost 

“Because the first three months are the pe-
riod when sociability outweighs fear, this is 
the primary window of opportunity for pup-
pies to adapt to new people, animals and 
experiences. Incomplete or improper social-
iza�on during this important �me can in-
crease the risk of behavioral problems later 
in life including fear, avoidance, and/or ag-
gression. Behavioral problems are the great-
est threat to the owner-dog bond. In fact, 
behavioral problems are the number one 
cause of relinquishment to shelters. Behav-
ioral issues, not infec�ous diseases, are the 
number one cause of death for dogs under 
three years of age.

While puppies’ immune systems are s�ll 
developing during these early months, the 
combina�on of maternal immunity, primary 
vaccina�on, and appropriate care makes the 
risk of infec�on rela�vely small compared to 
the chance of death from a behavioral prob-
lem.” (Reference cita�ons omi�ed.)

American Veterinary Society of Animal Be-
havior Posi�on Statement on Puppy Social-
ization.http://avsabonline.org/avsabon-
line/images/stories/Position_Statement/
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dogs that entered shelters were recovered by their owners and less than 6% of stray 

and lost cats.214  In 2007, the City of Calgary (Alberta) Animal Services Department 

returned almost 86% of all the stray and lost dogs that came into its custody to their 

owners and 48% of all the cats.215  This return-to-owner rate was very similar to the 

city’s pet licensure rate; officials estimated that in 2007, approximately 90% of dogs 

and 40% of cats living in Calgary households had been licensed by their owners.216 

 Not being provided with identification plainly increases the risk that a pet will not 

be recovered by its owner if it strays from home and becomes lost. As part of a well-

ness exam, practitioners should check for identification in the same way they check 

for lymphadenopathy or fleas or any other condition that indicates the animal’s well-

being is at risk.217   To make it easier for clients to provide adequate identification for 

their pets, practices can make temporary tags available whenever a client mentions 

an address change or vacation plans, sell permanent ID tags or have mail-in forms 

available in the waiting area, and promote microchipping with every new pet visit or 

procedure requiring anesthesia.218 

VII.  Providing Discounted Post-Adop�on Counseling Services to People   
 Who Adopt Pets From Shelters and Rescue Groups.

 A substantial percentage of adoptive placements by shelters and rescue groups 

are unsuccessful. A 1992 survey found that 20% of dogs adopted from a California 

shelter were no longer in their adoptive homes after six months.219  This was consis-

tent with the rate at which first-time adopted dogs were returned to a Pennsylvania 

shelter in the early 1990s220 and the rate at which cats and dogs adopted through 

rescue groups at pet supply stores were no longer retained in their adoptive homes 

a year after they had been adopted.221  Dogs adopted from an Indiana shelter were at 

greater risk of subsequent relinquishment than those acquired from all other sourc-

es (i.e., purchased from a breeder, private owner, or pet store, born in the owner’s 

home, or adopted as a stray).222 

 In much the same way that practitioners can provide a potentially life-saving ser-

vice by effectively counseling their clients about a pet’s behavioral problems, as dis-

cussed above, they can provide the same critical service to people who adopt pets 

from shelters or rescue groups. The underlying dynamic is much the same: The 

frequency of problem behaviors in failed adoptions closely resembles the patterns of 

behavior in all dogs that have been relinquished to an animal shelter.223   
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 It is probably unrealistic to expect owners to be able to successfully correct their 

pet’s problem behaviors without assistance, whether the pet has been acquired from 

a shelter or another source.224  Not only would most pet owners benefit from receiv-

ing post-adoption assistance, they recognize a need for it. Eighty-eight percent of 

those who adopted dogs from an Indiana shelter reported that it would have been 

helpful to have visited a veterinarian after acquiring the dog specifically to discuss 

the dog’s behavior and training issues.225   

 Practitioners are uniquely situated to provide pet owners with critically needed 

counseling. Having unrealistic expectations about the amount of work required to 

care for a pet  226, 227 or its role in the family 228  is associated with significantly in-

creased risks of relinquishment, and veterinary counseling has been shown to be an 

especially effective way to modify a pet owner’s expectations.229 

 By offering those who adopt pets from shelters or rescue groups a heavily dis-

counted or free first visit to discuss pet care and behavior-related issues, practitio-

ners can not only assist local humane organizations by providing a valuable service, 

they also can introduce a practice to the growing number of people who acquire pets 

from shelters or rescue groups.
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