Adoption Counselor’s Guide to Reviewing the Adoption Application – Nevada Humane Society

The very best way to ensure a good adoption match is to begin the dialogue with the customer before they have selected an animal. 

A good way to start is to ask the visitor questions about the type of pet they are looking for. It’s also helpful to ask about current and past pets as well as their lifestyle. 
If you can determine early in the conversation what their preferences are, you can guide them to the appropriate area of the shelter and point out animals who will be a good match for them.

For example, if they are looking for a quiet dog who will provide companionship, you will select very different dogs to introduce to them than if they are looking for a dog to go along with them for their daily run. If the visitor  has had only declawed cats in the past, or is looking for one now,  they can be lead into cat room 1, and shown how to spot declawed cats in the showcase cages. If they indicate a willingness to adopt an animal with special needs or an animal that others have overlooked, you can point out these animals. If you are not sure of a good match for their needs, contact an animal caregiver or the Animal Care Manager for the appropriate department. 

Barn Cat Adoptions: 

These need to be approved by the Animal Help Desk Manager, Cat Care Manager, Adoption Manager or Operations Director. There is a separate contract for barn cat adoptions. Only cats designated for the barn cat program are available to be adopted as barn cats. If there are no barn cats available, or if the individual would like a larger number of cats, contact the Cat Care Manager to make arrangements  for additional cats to be pulled from the county.

Preparation
Adoption Counselors must read and be familiar with the information in the Guide to Your New Dog and Cat documents so that they can verbally review key parts of this document with the adopter. 

Time should also be put into getting to know the animals in the shelter. 

While an Adoption Counselor needs to be available at the Addition Desk at all times, whenever possible Adoption Counselors are urged to get out from behind the Adoption Desk and interact with visitors. Greeting people and commenting in a friendly way about the animals and asking about what kind of animal they may want to adopt is the best way to approach people. Smiling and a friendly delivery are obviously important. Asking questions which cannot be answered with yes or no is the best way to get people talking. 

Be sensitive to the individual’s reactions. Some people prefer to look on their own, while others would like help. In almost every case people benefit from some information about where they should start looking for a pet.  You can encourage people to go into the cat rooms and to go out to visit with the dogs. Let them know that if they would like to visit with an animal in a visiting room anyone in a blue shirt can help them.  
Process for Reviewing the Adoption Application

Before any adoption is approved, the customer needs to fill out an application. There is a Dog, Cat, and Small Animal application. 

It is best to return the animal to their cage or kennel so that the adopter can focus on the adoption process. To ensure that no one else starts to adopt the animal, all cage cards should be removed and brought to the front desk. If we should need to decline an adoption it is much easier when the person does not have the pet in their arms. Taking the pet away is stressful for everyone involved. 

Only adoption counselors or managers can approve an application and only managers or the Lead Adoption Counselor can deny them. If you feel that an adoption should be denied and cannot find one of these individuals, contact the Operations Director, Community Programs Director or Executive Director. 

A customer needs to fill out a new application for each animal they plan to adopt unless they take two or more of the same species at the same time. 
It is important that each question on the application is answered by the adopter and discussed in detail by the adoption counselor. No question should be left blank or unanswered.

Use the appropriate Adoption Interview Form for the animal and check off each section as it is completed.  This is very important, as there are key points on the interview form that are not included here in this detailed guide to reviewing the application. 
Throughout this process, give the pet adopter your undivided attention. The life of the pet about to be adopted is in your hands, so you will want to take time to be sure that this is a good fit. 

Ask clarifying questions to gain insights. Try to ask open ended question (those that cannot be answered with yes or no.) The best clarifying questions start with WHAT or HOW. WHY questions tend to sound more confrontational. Try not to talk too much – you want to listen to their responses. 

Request a current ID. Verify that it shows a present address. If the adopter doesn’t have this, ask for some form of ID with their current name and address on it, such as a bill or checkbook. This way we will have the address that the animal is going to be living in.

If someone wishes to adopt a pet for someone outside their immediate family, who does not reside in the same home, we should recommend that they purchase an adoption gift certificate so that the person may come in and select a pet that they are attracted to and who will be a good match for them.

The adopter needs to be 18 years or older. This is the legal age to sign contracts.

Enter all the information that the adopter gives you. The more phone numbers we have, the easier it will be to contact them in the future. An e-mail address provides another way to contact the adopter and enables us to invite them to receive our e-newsletters.

We ask for the reason why a customer would like to adopt an animal because it helps us ensure that the person has reasonable expectations of a pet and is adopting for a suitable reason.  We do not adopt out pets as: gifts, guard dogs, fighting dogs, or pest control.  Only designated cats are available to be adopted as barn cats. 

· If there is any question or concern that arises from the application, contact a manager. They will step in to talk to the customer about the situation. Decisions are made on a case by case basis. Only managers can make exceptions to standard policies and procedures. 

A-Home Life
1. How many pets do you have presently?

We need to know how many animals a customer has to ensure that they are able to take care of them. Additionally, people who live in the congested areas of Washoe County are subject to county pet limit laws. Within these areas, the limit is 3 dogs and 7 cats per household.

2. Do you live in an_____?

If the adopter lives in an apartment, rents a house, or lives in a mobile home where they rent the land, a landlord needs to be contacted if the animal they are adopting is a dog that weighs over 25 pounds. This helps to minimize returns as quite a few landlords and property management companies have weight and breed requirements/restrictions. The assessor’s page needs to be checked to verify home ownership.

3. If you move, what would you do with your pets?

In the event that an adopter needs to move, we want them to plan to take the animal with them.  We want to encourage people to consider the animal they are adopting as a lifelong friend and member of the family. (The Animal Help Desk assists people who are moving and have difficulty finding pet friendly housing or taking their animal/s with them.)

4. Name(s) of other adult(s) in the household?

It’s important to know of the other adults in the household. This way you can enquire if the other person in the household is going to be accepting of the adoption. It can also be helpful to provide advice and feedback if the animal they are adopting has historically been fearful or not responsive to men or women. In this case it is usually best to request that the other adult/s come down to meet the animal as well. This can help to prevent issues in the future and allows for an all around better match of the animal to the home.

5. Do you have any children living in your home?

Considering the children in the home and their ages is a vital question to the success of the adoption. Read the evaluation on each dog to be sure that our evaluator felt that a home with children is suitable. If the evaluation indicates that the dog should not go to a home with children in their age group, the person will need to be redirected to a different dog. This is for the safety of the child as well as the safety of the dog. If the customer is still interested in that animal, a manager needs to assess the circumstances.

B-Current Pets
1. Each animal in the home needs to be listed on the application.

· By knowing the name of the animals in the household, we can refer to them while we are assisting the customers. For example: “Has Buddy ever lived with cats before?” Personalizing the question helps to get more accurate information.  

· Knowing about the other animals in the household helps ensure that we are making a good match for the animal that is being adopted as well as the pets in the home currently. By asking the right questions and offering helpful information, you can minimize the risk to the animals. If the animal the customer would like to adopt does not do well with the type of animal they already have (or if the pets already at home are likely to have a problem with the new pet), we need to carefully consider the appropriateness of the match. In some cases this will mean redirecting them to a different animal. If you need help in ascertaining if behavior and introduction advice can make the situation workable, or if the adoption is not the best match, contact an Animal Care Manager, Adoption Manager, or the Animal Help Desk Manager for advice. 

· The age of the adopter’s current pet is also helpful for the matching process. It’s important to discuss the levels of energy animals have, for instance, if they are considering a  puppy/kitten to join a household with a senior dog/cat it will be best to talk with them about the need to be sensitive to the difference in energy level and the need to pay plenty of attention to their current pet. While we would not deny an adoption on this basis, we want to do our best to ensure that the adopter is sensitive to the issue and has our suggestions on how to make the introduction successfully.  

· The time that an animal has been in the adopters care lets us know if they really know the animal or not. If they have a dog that they have only had for a week and they want a new dog, it would be best to require a dog meet dog, as they may not know how their dog will react either. 

· Whether an animal is spayed or neutered makes a difference in their behavior. Sometimes an unaltered animal can feel a greater need to assert dominance over a new pet and act out with undesirable behavior, such as marking/spraying or becoming aggressive. If they do have an unaltered animal in their home, get a manager to discuss the options with them.  (Exceptions may be made by a manager if they find the circumstances to be acceptable. )

2. Do your pets have their vaccinations?

Knowing whether or not their animal is current on their vaccinations gives us the opportunity to counsel adopters on the importance of them being up to date. There are instances where a vet will have recommended that mature pets  or indoor-only cats may no longer need shots. If the animal is not current, ask about the circumstance. While we would not usually deny an adoption on this basis alone, if you have concerns please follow up with the appropriate animal care manager or the adoption manager. 

3. How often do they go to the veterinarian?

It’s recommended that an animal see a veterinarian on a yearly basis and as needed. If a customer indicates that the animals do not see a veterinarian or only when they are very ill, you should ask additional questions about the circumstances. You should discuss the importance of vaccinations and annual checkups for preventing serious health issues in pets. If the customer expresses that they do not agree with this or do not have the money for vet care, ask a manager to assess the situation.

4. Are any of your cats declawed?

The answer to this question can give us insight on whether or not they will declaw their new cat.

If any of their current cats are declawed you should ask why they decided to declaw. Some people obtain animals from shelters or elsewhere and the cats were already declawed when they got them. If this is the case and they indicate that they don’t intend to declaw their new cat you can go on to discuss how to trim the cat’s nails. You should comment on this, reinforcing that this is a good decision on their part, because we see many declawed cats that have developed other serious behavioral problems, like house soiling or aggression. 

 In other cases an adopter had their cat declawed, and has seen them selves the undesirable side effects that come with it, as a result they will not want to declaw their new cat. Again, you will want to reinforce verbally that they have made a good decision.

If they decided to declaw their pets due to their furniture or because of their children, check page 3 of the application to see if they want to declaw their new cat. If they do, explain that ; “Declawing is major surgery for a cat. It involves the amputation of the last digit of each of the cat’s toes. (Helpful to point to the last digit of your finger to demonstrate.) The surgery is painful and emotionally traumatic for a cat, especially an adult cat. Some cats develop serious behavioral problems after being declawed, the most common ones we see are house soiling (failure to use the litter box because it is painful to dig) or aggression and biting, as their first natural defense has been taken from them.”

“Scratching is a natural behavior for a cat. It is best to provide scratch pads (inexpensive cardboard ones are available) or scratching posts. You can also trim your cat’s nails with regular nail trimmers; I will show you how to do it. “

“There are  easy deterrents to keep a cat from scratching your possessions; placing a throw blanket over the area or using double sided tape (which you can purchase for this purpose) work well. There are phemerone sprays that help, and you can also use a spray bottle filled with water to train your cat if she selects unacceptable surfaces for scratching.”

“If scratching is still a problem there is a product called Soft Paws that we can show you. Our Animal Help Desk is free and available to help you in resolving any behavior issues you may have including scratching.”  

As you are talking, allow time for them to respond and ask questions. Watch their physical response and body language in addition to the verbal response. Ask what they think and listen carefully to the tone as well as the content of their response. 

One easy resolution is to redirect them to some of the many already declawed cats we have in the shelter.  If they cannot be redirected to a declawed kitty, and you do not have confidence that they will not declaw the cat, seek a manager to assess the situation. The Cat Care Manager, Adoption Manager, Animal Help Desk Manager or Operations Director can all help make a determination.
C-Past Pets
1. Each animal in the home in the last 5 years that is no longer living with them needs to be listed.
· There are a few reasons we inquire about past pets. It is important to know if an animal has passed away due to a contagious disease, particularly Parvo Virus in dogs or Panleukopenia in cats. These viruses can live in the environment for prolonged periods. If they have had an animal die from one of these viruses, contact a manager to discuss the circumstances with the customer. In some cases they may approve the adoption of a well-vaccinated adult pet, but the manager will make this call.

· If the animals that passed away weren’t spayed or neutered, you should ask about why they were not fixed and discuss the health benefits of spay/neuter in terms of the individual animal as well as the need to prevent births when there are so many animals in shelters in need of homes. 

2. If you have ever lost a pet at an early age…please let us know what happened.

Ask clarifying questions about these.  Acceptable answers to this question may include old age, cancer, organ failure, accident, etc. If multiple animals have been given away or passed away from reasons other than old age within the last five years, it indicates that, at a minimum, counseling is needed. They may not be appropriate pet adopters. You should seek advice from a manager before proceeding if you are at all uncomfortable about the quality of the home at this point.,

3. Have you ever given up a pet?

If the person has given up a pet, inquire about the circumstances. Ask about what they did with the pet (found a new home, brought them to our shelter) and the reason why they needed to give up the pet. You will want to be sure that the circumstances surrounding this past surrender have changed before adopting another pet to the individual. If the reason related to behavior of the pet, talk about our free  Animal Help Desk, and advice them to call if any issues arise with their new pet. If the reason that they gave up their animal doesn’t sound valid, if the situation may still be true, or if an animal control officer confiscated the animal, seek help from a manager.

D-Veterinary Care
1. Name and phone number of your veterinarian:

Having a regular veterinarian (if they have pets) is a positive indicator of a good quality home.   We also have a list of local veterinarians to give to adopters if they haven’t established a vet.
2. Are you financially able and willing to provide annual checkups, vaccinations?

A willingness to provide routine veterinary care is an indication that the person is making a commitment to their new pet.  Some first-time pet owners may be unaware of the reasons why this is important or the potential costs, so this is the opportunity for you to discuss this with them.

3. Would you be able to provide emergency veterinary care for the cat/dog if needed?

Willingness to cover emergency care costs is part of the responsibility of pet ownership. We are not able to provide emergency vet care for adopters.

E-Cat’s/Dog’s Activities
a. - If they are adopting a cat:

b. -If they are adopting a dog:

1a. Will the cat go outdoors?

If the adopters would like their cat to go outdoors, you should review the section on past pets to see if other cats have lived long lives in their care, or died from a local hazard. This will guide your discussion. A good place to start is asking about the cat’s time outdoors. If they indicate that the cat will be in an enclosure or supervised there is no need for further discussion. You should reinforce that this is a great way to give the kitty outdoor time. IF they plan to let the cat out without supervision, ask about the area they live in. If they live on or near a busy street explain that cats are not good at avoiding cars and are at risk of being hit by a car and would be safer in an enclosure or indoors. If they live in a very rural area, explain that cats are no match for coyotes and that they should take care to bring the cat in at dusk.  You can discuss playing with their cat indoors as an alternative to letting them run free. Watch their reaction and ask what they think is workable. While we advise that cats be allowed out under supervision or in an enclosure, unless you believe that the area poses a known hazard and that the cat will be allowed out to face that hazard, we would not deny the adoption. When in doubt consult a manager. 

In all cases advise people that the cat must be kept indoors for 2 weeks to ensure that they bond to their new home and do not become disoriented and lost outside.

If the cat will be allowed outside, advise the pet adopter to fit their cat with a breakaway collar. Let them know that Trip Plastics offers a free ID tag with every pet adoption. They are just up the street from here on Rock Blvd and you can stop in to get a customized tag made. 

1b. Where will the dog spend time?

Asking about where the pet will live helps you ascertain how they will regard the dog. We adopt animals out as family pets. We do not adopt out pets as outdoor only animals (with the exception of placing feral cats as barn cats). If a customer does indicate that the dog will not live  in the house, a manager should be brought into the discussion. Also, if they indicate that the dog will live on a tether or chain, running free, garage or basement, or other, a manager will need to be involved in the discussion.

2. Describe the area and street where you live:

By describing the area and street that the adopter lives on, we can consider the possible risk for danger. If a customer wants an indoor/outdoor cat, but lives on a busy street, it isn’t the best fit.

3a. If your cat gets lost, what would you do? 

If an adopter doesn’t know what they would do if their pet got lost, we need to advise them on the best course of action. You should advise them to register the microchip to their name. Explain that they need to file a lost report with WCRAS (or their county shelter), as well as go to the shelter to look for their animal. They can also view found pets in Washoe County online at www.petharbor.com. Let them know that the Animal Help Desk has detailed advice on how to find a lost pet should they ever need help.  

3b.  Where will the dog ride in your vehicle?

In some counties it is illegal for your dog to ride in the back of a pick-up truck without proper tethering. Apart from the law, there are safety concerns with having an animal free roaming in a car or the back of a truck. This is a good opportunity to discuss crates, doggy seatbelts, and weather considerations (WC law requires that animals not be exposed to prolonged heat or cold without shelter) 

4a. Do you want to declaw your new cat?

If the customer is planning to declaw their new cat, they should be redirected to a cat that is already declawed. We always have a large selection of these cats in the shelter. Please see the detailed discussion above about declawing and use it as a guide for the discussion.

If someone is adopting a declawed cat it’s important to mention that they should only go outdoors under supervision or in an enclosure, as they do not have a way to defend themselves; they use their claws to climb up trees if needed to get away from a predator. 

4b. Will your dog have a collar with an ID tag?

It is important for dogs to have a collar with an ID tag and to get that in place as soon as possible. If a pet, especially a newly adopted pet, gets lost they often have a hard time returning home. While the microchip is helpful, an ID tag on the collar is still the best way to ensure that your dog gets back to you promptly. The tag enables any member of the public who may find your dog to call you. 

Tripp Plastics offers a free ID tag with every pet adoption. They are just up the street from here on Rock Blvd and you can stop in to get a customized tag made. 

5b. Do you know about dog licensing requirements in your area? 

If an adopter doesn’t know about the licensing requirements in their area we need to inform them of the policy. In Washoe County adopters have a month to get their new dog licensed. The animal must have a current rabies tag and certificate, and because all of our animals are altered, it’s only an $8 fee. The license needs to be renewed annually. If they live out of county, you can research online or let them know where to find the information.

6b. If your dog gets lost, what would you do?

See section 3a.

7. How long are you willing to allow the new cat/dog to adjust to his/her new home?

Animals adjust at different rates. Two weeks is an estimate of the average amount of time it will take an animal to get acquainted with and adjust to a new home, so we ask that an adopter is willing to allow at least two weeks, and preferably longer to adjust. 

If the animal isn’t working out in the home, and doesn’t seem to be the best fit, the contract  states that we will give a credit to the adopter to find a better match within the first month. 

Advise them that adoption for a pet is like moving for us. It takes time to adjust to the new surroundings and people. 

Talk with them about the pet’s first few days in the home. Review the details on taking your new pet home in the New Pet Guide. This is a very important part of the adoption discussion and it should include proper and safe introduction to other pets. Advise patience and not rushing things. Also stress the importance of supervision in other pet introductions and that they should not leave pets alone together until they are sure that the animals will all be safe. 

Advise them to call the free Animal Help Desk if they have any questions or problems. An expert will provide personalized advice.

8. What will you do if your new dog/cat does not get along with your present companion animals?

We hope that they are willing to try to work it out and are willing to be patient with the animals. 

Advise them to go slowly and review the advice in the New Pet Guides – show it to them and suggest that they read it at home before introducing the pets. Ask them to call the free Animal Help Desk if they have any questions or problems. An expert will provide personalized advice.

Let them know that if it does not work out we will take the pet back at any time. 

To minimize returns it is best to recommend a dog–meet-dog here at the shelter whenever possible. Based on the evaluation notes, it’s often required. When it is in question seek advice from a manager.  

F- Long-term Care
1. Will you be able to arrange care for your cat/dog when you travel?

If a customer doesn’t say yes to this question, ask for clarification.  Are they not planning to travel at all? If you are not satisfied with the answer, speak with a manager about it. 

2. A cat/dog can be expected to live ____ years. Are you willing to make a lifetime commitment to this cat/dog?

Again, if a customer doesn’t answer yes, this could pose some serious questions. Find out the reason for any answer other than yes, ask about their response and then speak to a manager about the situation if you are not comfortable.

G- Adoption Promotion
1. How did you hear about pet adoptions at NHS?

If they do not check an option, ask them. We need this information in order to know what works and what does not, so that we can use our resources effectively.  It is fine to give multiple responses.

2. Did a special promotion make a difference in your decision to adopt a pet now?

Again, make sure this is answered. This can help us decide which types of adoption promotions are most effective. 

H-Agreement
1. It is imperative that the agreement is signed; otherwise it will not be a legal contract. 

Donations

When you discuss the adoption fee, be sure to mention that our average cost per animal, to care for them from the time they arrive at the shelter until they are adopted, is $260. If they can help with a donation beyond the adoption fee, it will help us to save other animals in need. Mention this with each adoption. 

Getting the pet to the adoption desk
Once it is clear that you will be approving and finalizing the adoption, before you are wrap up the final details, radio an animal caregiver to bring the animal to the Adoption Desk. The person should wait with you until the animal arrives, so timing the call appropriately can minimize waiting time. 
Once the pet arrives and before they leave, be sure to ring the bell and mark the goal board for them. Congratulate and thank the adopter with genuine appreciation using their name and the pet’s name as you wish them well. 

Whenever any other adoption counselor rings the bell, pause in whatever you are doing to clap – be enthusiastic in your response. After all, this is the whole reason any of us are here – to save lives, to get animals adopted into good new homes. Every adoption is a victory and cause for celebration!

The Tone of the Adoption
It is critically important that the adoption process be a positive experience for the pet adopter. Throughout the process, your tone should be friendly and enthusiastic. You should smile, congratulate them on making a great choice, compliment the pet (“Sam is a favorite around here!: “Betty is the sweetest, most beautiful cat!”), thank them for adopting, and in general be up-beat about the adoption. People should leave feeling happy with the pet they selected and good about having decided to adopt a pet at NHS.

Thank you for caring about the animals and putting your time and energy into ensuring that as many as possible go to great new homes!

Resource courtesy of Nevada Humane Society and posted on ASPCApro.org

