Sample:
San Francisco SPCA Kennel Card Writing Guide



One way to reach our goals and shine a spotlight on animals with the longest length of stay is to write kennel card descriptions that help them stand out and be recognized for as the special and lovable animals they are.
Kennel cards need to be designed to be fun to read and draw a reader into the animal’s personality. While looks do account for that initial attention an animal may receive, kennel cards need to be compelling enough to encourage the adopter to actually visit the animal. One of the tricks of marketing is to talk about how a product will improve the buyer’s lifestyle rather than focusing on the specific features of that product. Adoption counselors will be prepared to give behavior counsel and offer advice for making an adoption successful in the home, and if necessary, redirect the adopter to another animal who appears to be a better fit. Matchmaking volunteers and staff are trained to instruct visitors on how prior to entering the room and meeting the animals, to ensure the safety and comfort of both people and animals. It is not the kennel card’s job to serve as a behavior counselor or gatekeeper, but rather market the animals. They need to share an animal’s positive qualities, rather than reflecting on the negative, but should incorporate behavior and medical concerns when needed. The trick is to do so in a way that represents the animal, but does not dissuade potential adopters from meeting the animal. 
Before writing a pet's profile, take a moment to pause and imagine that you are this pet's perfect adopter. Imagine that you love everything good about this pet and that you are willing to overlook the pet's faults. Now try to write the profile from that perspective. Describe everything positive that you possibly can about the pet; previous training, physical characteristics, personality.
Typically, our slow-track animals include older animals, those with special behavior qualities or medical conditions, cats who are tortie, calico, black, or large, and dogs who are black, brindle, or pit bull type dogs. We don’t want to make potential adopters feel that “mere mortals need not apply.” Honestly, to some adopters that may as well read as previous lion-taming experience…
How do we highlight their loveable qualities without withholding information from our adopters? The key is careful word choices, highlighting the positive, and lots of practice. Below are sets of two kennel cards describing the same animal: 

1. This big man was found wandering the streets of San Francisco. While he likes snuggling and petting, Howard is overweight and it may be uncomfortable for him to be picked up or held. He may give a nip, but this has subsided considerably with respectful handling and observance of his body language (head turns and ear twisting) and overstimulation signs. 

This card tells a bit of Howard’s story and highlights that he likes snuggling and petting. However, it focuses too much on his overstimulation, why he may act this way and how to manage this behavior (specific features) rather than telling adopters how he will improve the quality of their life. It reads too much like a behavior counsel and has unflattering wording: big, overweight, uncomfortable.   

2. Meet Howard, the gentle giant with a heart of gold. Howard lost his home and is looking for that special someone to spend his life with. The cold days of winter have arrived, and Howard would be a great source for warmth and cuddles. Howard loves to get down with some heavy petting but he tires of it quickly so be sure to give him breaks and watch his sometimes subtle body language. Believe it or not, that little nub of a tail will swish and when it does....stop petting. Spend your nights curled up with this handsome feline and adopt him today! A great cat for an experienced adopter with a sense of humor.

The second card does a much better job of shedding light on Howard’s overstimulation, without sounding like a behavior counsel. It might cause potential adopters to think, “Perhaps this might not be the best cat for my toddler,” but without the negative working of the first card. It also tells how Howard will improve the life of his new family, but in a light-hearted fun way that makes his size and his stubby tail come across as something that is fun and unique to him.

1. Hi I’m Bodhi! I like to run and play and love to be with my people, but I can a little jumpy and should go to a home without children. I can also be picky about my dog friends and should not live with other dogs or go to dog parks. I have had training in my previous home and should be easy to train in my new one.

This card does highlight the positive qualities of Bodhi (loves adults and playtime, has some training) but has doesn’t really draw the reader in. This description could be about many dogs in the shelter, without anything special about Bodhi specifically. It also has negative descriptions: “picky about my dog friends,” “without children.” See how the next card does just the opposite of this one. 

2. My name is B-O-D-H-I, not Bingo, but it’s similar in the fact that you will hit the “jackpot” if you adopt me! Why might you ask? Well I am a sweet, loving, affectionate, playful guy—and I will charm my way right into your heart and your home. If you are active and like a dog friend to accompany you, then I am the one for you. I prefer the company of grown-up two-legged creatures more than four-legged creatures, so I would do better at the beach then at the doggie park, I graduated with honors from my training school—so come in and visit me and let me show you a few of my tricks!

Like Howard’s second card, this one has a cute hook that draws the reader in. It gives a unique voice to Bodhi, rather than making him a generic dog.  It calls to attention the fact that he should live as a single dog in an adult-only household, but says so in a positive way. It also offers a fun solution “I would do better at the beach then at the doggie park,” rather than simply saying what Bodhi can’t do. The closing line literally invites the reader in to meet the dog. 

Here are a few phrases you can borrow for your own kennel cards

For shy animals: 
Waiting to be loved
Can be a little shy before she gets to know you, but being hard to get is all part of her game, as once you win her heart, it’s yours forever.
A tad shy at first, but warms up quickly

For behavior animals:
Getting over some unlady-like behavior or learning to behave like a gentleman
Typical friendly and gregarious dog who hasn’t had any formal training, but seems eager to learn
Big fun personality
Learning to love again

Find something that makes your animal special and find a way to humanize it. Give the animal his/her own voice.
A cat who sits in your lap while reading: He loves the Sunday crossword and might even help you finish it
A very energetic dog: OH BOY OH BOY OH BOY—I sure do love my people. I’ll be very excited to see you!






	             Instead of
	                Use

	Diva
	Superstar

	Prima-donna
	Goddess

	Leash-reactive
	Big personality

	Fearful
	Shy

	Sassy
	Cheeky

	Untrained
	Eager to learn

	Jumpy
	Bouncy

	Mouthy
	Learning to give kisses gently

	No babies or toddlers
	Likes respectful children

	Overstimulation
	Likes to be stroked but not constantly


 

If you’re feeling uninspired you can try using a formula. Here’s an example:
MEET __________ .

HE/SHE IS __________ (what are the best things about this dog? ex: a friend to everyone, an amazing athlete)

A PERFECT DAY FOR ________ INCLUDES __________ (ex: playing ball with you, learning a new trick, sleeping at your feet)

___________ PREFERS NOT TO __________ (ex: be left home alone all day, share his home with other pets)

IF YOUR FAMILY __________ (ex: loves the outdoors, enjoys quiet time, wants a travel buddy)

THEN YOU MIGHT BE THE PERFECT MATCH FOR __________.
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