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In per sonal in ter views, peo ple sur ren der ing their dogs and cats to 12 an i mal shel ters in 4 
re gions of the coun try dis cussed their rea sons for re lin quish ing their com pan ion an i -
mals and an swered ques tions about their own char ac ter is tics and those of their pet. The
in ter views iden ti fied 71 rea sons for re lin quish ment. Per sonal is sues lead the class of
rea sons for re lin quish ment of cats and ranked 3rd among those given for re lin quish -
ment of dogs. The top 3 health and per sonal is sues cited for giv ing up cats were al ler gies 
of a fam ily mem ber to cats, owner’s per sonal prob lems, and a new baby. For dogs, the
top 3 rea sons cited were lack of time for the dog, owner’s per sonal prob lems, and al ler -
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gies. Anal y sis of these health and per sonal is sues sug gests that ed u ca tion and coun sel -
ing be fore and af ter ac qui si tion of a pet, as well as the avail abil ity of tem po rary ac com -
mo da tions for pets dur ing times of per sonal cri sis, may re duce re lin quish ments.

Un der stand ing why keep ers of com pan ion an i mals sur ren der dogs and cats to an i -
mal shel ters is a nec es sary step to ward de sign ing ap proaches to min i mize re lin -
quish ments. In a large multicenter study con ducted in 1995–1996, data were col -
lected from 12 an i mal shel ters in four re gions of the United States with the
ob jec tives of de scrib ing the char ac ter is tics of (a) dogs and cats re lin quished to shel -
ters (i.e., de mo graphic, an i mal care, ac qui si tion-associated, house hold, and be hav -
ioral char ac ter is tics), (b) the in di vid u als who are re lin quish ing the an i mals (i.e., de -
mo graph ics and knowl edge of dog and cat hus bandry), and (c) the na ture and
fre quency of rea sons for re lin quish ment that peo ple re ported as they sur ren dered
an i mals (Salman et al., 1998).

A to tal of 71 rea sons and their fre quen cies were iden ti fied. Sim i lar causes of
sur ren der were com bined into 12 larger classes for fur ther eval u a tion (Salman et
al., 1998). Of the 71 rea sons cited, 10 were broadly cat e go rized as se lected health
and per sonal is sues (HPIs). They in cluded di vorce, the owner’s death, preg nancy,
the birth of a child, per sonal prob lems, the need to travel, al ler gies in the fam ily,
the lack of time for an an i mal, in com pat i bil ity be tween a pet and child, and hav ing
re ceived a pet as an un wanted gift. Al though many of these events and cir cum -
stances are com monly part of hu man ex pe ri ence, ed u cat ing, coun sel ing, or iden ti -
fy ing al ter na tive strat e gies may mod ify the re sponse of re lin quish ing a pet.

Be cause HPIs are an im por tant con sid er ation in pet-ownership de ci sions, this
ar ti cle de scribes the de mo graphic and house hold char ac ter is tics of peo ple who re -
lin quish dogs and cats for health and per sonal rea sons and sum ma rizes the de mo -
graphic at trib utes of their pets.

METHOD

Be tween Feb ru ary 1995 and April 1996, trained in ter view ers who used a stan dard -
ized form in ter viewed peo ple that re lin quished pets to an i mal shel ters. Twelve an i -
mal shel ters in six states were sam pled. Salman et al. (1998) de scribed the de tails of
the de sign and the over all re sults. Briefly, peo ple were asked about their pet’s de -
mo graphic char ac ter is tics, train ing, source of ac qui si tion, length of be ing with
owner, re pro duc tive his tory, and be hav ior. Peo ple were also que ried about their
own de mo graphic char ac ter is tics, knowl edge of ba sic ca nine and fe line hus bandry, 
other an i mals in their house hold dur ing the past year, as well as their rea sons for re -
lin quish ing the pets. Owners could re port up to five rea sons for turn ing in their an i -
mals to a shel ter.
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To eval u ate gen eral knowl edge about dogs and cats, relinquishers were asked
to iden tify 11 state ments re gard ing ba sic dog and cat hus bandry as true, false, or
don’t know. By scor ing cor rect an swers as 1 and in cor rect or don’t know an swers
as 0, own ers could achieve a max i mum score of 11. Only those an i mals whose
relinquishers were in ter viewed and were knowl edge able about them were in -
cluded in this re port.

Data were strat i fied by spe cies (dog or cat) and by in di vid ual or lit ter. Be cause
the study was de scrip tive, few sta tis ti cal com par i sons were made. When pro por -
tions were com pared, the chi-square test of in de pend ence was used (Snedecor &
Cochran, 1989). When the ex pected val ues in 2 × 2 ta bles were 5 or less, Fisher’s
ex act test was em ployed. In light of mul ti ple com par i sons, p < .01 was con sid ered
sig nif i cant.

RESULTS

For cats, HPIs were the lead ing class of causes of sur ren der—more fre quent than
all be hav ioral cat e go ries com bined. For dogs, these is sues ranked third, fol low ing
be hav ioral and hous ing con cerns is sues (Ta ble 1). The 554 dogs re lin quished for
HPIs were from 520 house holds. A to tal of 384 house holds re lin quished the 488
cats.

Human Characteristics

With a few ex cep tions, the de mo graphic char ac ter is tics of peo ple sub mit ting
pets for HPIs were sim i lar to those of all relinquishers (Salman et al., 1998). Fe -
males were slightly more likely to re lin quish dogs (53.2%) as com pared with all
relinquishers (48.9%) and were some what less likely to re lin quish cats (54.1%)
as com pared with all relinquishers (59.9%). Fewer peo ple cit ing HPIs had an
eighth-grade ed u ca tion or less (2–3% of dog and cat relinquishers) as com pared
to all peo ple sur ren der ing an i mals (10–12%). Fewer peo ple cit ing HPIs had an
in come level of less than $27,500 per year (40–43%) com pared with all
relinquishers (44–49%). There were no sta tis ti cal dif fer ences in the de mo -
graphic char ac ter is tics of peo ple re lin quish ing in di vid ual dogs ver sus those re -
lin quish ing cats for HPIs.

Household Characteristics

An i mal move ment in and out of house holds, par tic u larly with re gard to the spe cies
be ing sur ren dered, was high. More an i mals were added to than left these house -
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holds in the year pre ced ing the re lin quish ment. Among house holds re lin quish ing
dogs for HPIs, 10.8% had dogs leave, and 50.6% had added one or more dogs in the
pre vi ous year. Among house holds add ing dogs, the added dogs were most com -
monly ac quired from friends (36.7%), as well as from shel ters (22.4%) or as strays
(10.6%). Slightly fewer cats (6.5%) left house holds with HPIs, and con sid er ably
fewer (4.5%) were added. Among cat-relinquishing house holds for HPIs, a sim i lar
pat tern was ev i dent. A to tal of 10.6% house holds had cats leave, and 42.8% added
at least one cat dur ing the same pe riod. In house holds add ing cats, the most com -
mon sources of cats were strays (23.8%), friends (20.0%), shel ters (12.5%), and
fam ily mem bers (10.1%). Fewer dogs (6.9%) left house holds with HPI, and fewer
still (3.7%) were added.

Be cause the ques tion naire re quested the num ber of an i mals added dur ing the past 
year in clud ing the an i mal be ing sur ren dered, we also looked at house holds in which
the an i mal sur ren dered was owned for more than a year. Among these house holds,
73% of dog-relinquishing house holds (67.3% of cat-relinquishing house holds) had
added an other dog or cat, re spec tively, in the pre vi ous year, fur ther em pha siz ing the
high fre quency of an i mal move ment in these house holds.

Only 1% to 3% of house holds with HPIs had taken other dogs or cats to shel ters 
in the past year, but this rep re sented 11.8% of dogs leav ing dog-relinquishing
house holds and 18.4% of cats leav ing cat-relinquishing house holds. Less than 5%
of house holds with HPIs had dogs or cats euthanized, die, or dis ap pear dur ing the
same pe riod.
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TABLE 1
Frequency of Classes of Reasons Given at the Time of Relinquishment of 

Dogs and Cats to 12 Animal Shelters in the United States, 1995–1996

Dogsa Catsb

Reason Class n %c n %c

Aggression toward people 211 10.3  68  5.0
Aggression to another animal 153  7.5  83  6.1
Nonaggression behavioral problem(s) 603 29.5 283 20.8
Request for euthanasia 362 17.7 157 11.5
Animal’s health 167  8.2  78  5.7
Animal characteristics (not behavioral or medical)  91  4.5  25  1.8
Human housing issues 622 30.4 371 27.3
Household animal population 139  6.8 228 16.8
Human health and personal issues 554 27.1 488 35.9
Human preparation or expectation 286 14.0 207 15.2

Note. Litters are not included in data.
an = 2045. bn = 1361. cPercentage of animals with at least one reason in each class. Each animal may

have had up to five reasons for relinquishment.



De spite cit ing at least one health and per sonal rea son, ap prox i mately 17% of
house holds had one or more other dogs, cats, or both re main ing at home. In ad di -
tion to HPI rea sons for re lin quish ment, more than 33% of peo ple with other dogs
at home re ported a nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lem in the dog sur ren dered.
Among peo ple re lin quish ing cats and hav ing an other cat at home, 38.8% re ported
too many an i mals at home as an other rea son for re lin quish ment.

Knowledge

When knowl edge about ba sic hus bandry was as sessed us ing 11 true or false state -
ments (max i mum score = 11), both dog and cat relinquishers with HPI had me dian
scores of 7. Peo ple re lin quish ing dogs were least knowl edge able about cer tain as -
pects of ca nine and fe line hus bandry:

1. Ap prox i mately 43% did not re al ize that dogs ex pe ri ence estrus two times
yearly.

2. Only slightly more than 17% knew that cats were polyestrous.
3. Ap prox i mately 61% be lieved or were not sure whether fe male dogs or cats

were better off if they had at least one lit ter be fore spay ing.
4. Nearly 41% did not know that cat be hav ior could be af fected by the num ber

of other cats in a home.
5. More than 52% be lieved that an i mals mis be haved to spite their own ers.

Dog own ers (93.8%), how ever, were aware that the an nual cost of pet own er ship
can ex ceed $100. How ever, even peo ple with HPIs that re lin quish cats were largely 
un aware that cats are sea son ally polyestrous (only 19.9% an swered cor rectly), and
sim i lar to those re lin quish ing dogs, half be lieved that dogs and cats act out of spite.
In ad di tion, 54.1% did not know that dogs come into sea son twice a year, and
59.2% ei ther thought, in cor rectly, that dogs and cats should be bred at least once be -
fore spay ing or just did not know the an swer. More cat than dog own ers (56.4%)
un der stood that the num ber of cats in a house hold in flu ences be hav ior, and 88.8%
rec og nized that cat care costs $100 or more an nu ally.

Individual Animal Characteristics

An i mal de mo graphic char ac ter is tics dif fered lit tle from those of all an i mals re lin -
quished (Salman et al., 1998). Slightly more male dogs (52.5%) and cats (43.7%)
were brought to shel ters be cause of HPIs (Ta ble 2), com pared with all other an i -
mals re lin quished. Al most 64% of male dogs and 42% of male cats sur ren dered be -
cause of HPIs were not neu tered. Among fe males, 58.2% and 45.8% of dogs and
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cats, re spec tively, re mained unneutered. A larger per cent age of dogs (66.1%) sur -
ren dered be cause of HPIs was less than 3 years of age com pared with all dogs re lin -
quished (56.2%). More than 97% of males (dog and cat) sur ren dered be cause of
HPIs had re port edly never been mated, and 90.7% and 95.3% of fe male cats and
dogs, re spec tively, had never had a lit ter. Among dogs, 31.9% were re port edly
pure bred com pared with 7.8% of cats. These fig ures are sim i lar to those ob served
for all an i mals sur ren dered.

The top three sources of dogs sur ren dered be cause of HPIs were friends (36%),
shel ters (22.8%), and breed ers (10.3%). For cats, sources were friends (34.4%),
strays (21.2%), and shel ters (15.7%). Most dogs (59.7%) and cats (78.3%) had
been ac quired at no cost. Among those who had been pur chased, how ever, 11.5%
of dogs and 1% of cats had cost more than $100. More than 60% of the re lin -
quished an i mals re ported were turned in by their own ers. A small pro por tion were
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TABLE 2
Demographic Characteristics, Length of Ownership, and Cost of Individual

Dogs and Cats Relinquished for Health and Personal Issues to 
12 Animal Shelters in the United States, 1995–1996

Dogs Cats

Characteristic n % n %

Gender
Male 180 33.5  86 18.3
Male neuter 102 19.0 119 25.4
Female 149 27.7 121 25.8
Female neuter 107 19.9 143 30.5

Age
0–4 months  62 11.2  56 11.5
5 months–2 years 304 54.9 227 46.5
3–8 years 150 27.1 165 33.8
> 8 years  38  6.9  40  8.2

Length of ownership
0–1 month  90 16.2  57 11.7
2–3 months  65 11.7  47  9.6
4–6 months  76 13.7  58 11.9
7–11 months 114 20.6  98 20.1
1–2 years  77 13.9  69 14.1
3–5 years  74 13.4  96 19.7
> 5 years  58 10.5  63 12.9

Cost ($)
0 331 59.7 382 78.3
1–50 105 18.9  90 18.4
51–100  54  9.7  11  2.3
101–300  38  6.8   2  0.4
> 300  26  4.7   3  0.6



brought in by friends (< 4%), and the re main der were sur ren dered by other fam ily
mem bers. Strays sur ren dered were ex cluded from anal y sis.

The me dian length of own er ship was 7 to 11 months for dogs and cats. A sig nif -
i cantly higher pro por tion of cats than dogs (32.6% and 23.9%, re spec tively) were
owned for 3 or more years.

Care, Training, and Behaviors

Ap prox i mately 60% of dogs re lin quished be cause of HPIs had re ceived some train -
ing by a fam ily mem ber. An other 13.7% of dogs were re ported to have been trained
when the re lin quish ing owner first ac quired the an i mal, but only 3.4% of these an i -
mals had been taken to obe di ence classes or had re ceived other for mal train ing.
Among the dogs, 56.3% spent most or all of their time out doors. The re main der,
42.7%, were pri mar ily in door an i mals. When out side, 81.9% re port edly spent most 
of the time ei ther in a fenced yard or on a leash. How ever, 10.7% were rarely or
never re strained.

Sim i lar po ten tially un de sir able be hav iors were re ported for all an i mals, ex cept
that ag gres sive be hav iors, in clud ing bit ing and scratch ing in cats, and soil ing in
the house were re ported some what less fre quently among an i mals sur ren dered
with HPI.

Differences Among Individual Health and Personal Reasons

As shown in Ta ble 3, among dogs sur ren dered be cause of HPI, hav ing no time to
spend with the an i mal was the lead ing rea son for sur ren der (9.4%), fol lowed by

RELINQUISHMENT OF COMPANION ANIMALS  47

TABLE 3
Frequency of Individual Health and Personal Reasons for Relinquishment Among Individual 

Animals Surrendered to 12 Animal Shelters in the United States, 1995–1996

Dogs Cats 

Reason n %a n %a

Allergies in family  86 4.2 246 18.1
Child–pet conflict  64 3.1  23  1.7
No time for pet 193 9.4  41  3.0
Owner traveling  22 1.1  26  1.9
Divorce  27 1.3  11  0.8
New baby  47 2.3  46  3.4
Owner deceased  21 1.0  21  1.5
Owner personal problems 154 7.5 106  7.8
Owner pregnancy  10 0.5  18  1.3
Unwanted gift   8 0.3   5  0.4

aPercentage of all animals relinquished with this as at least one reason for surrender.



per sonal prob lems (7.5%), fam ily mem ber al ler gies (4.2%), and con flicts be tween
a child and dog (3.1%). In con trast, a fam ily mem ber’s al lergy to cats was the most
com mon health and per sonal rea son for cats (18.1%), fol lowed by per sonal prob -
lems (7.8%), the ad di tion of a new baby (3.4%), and no time for the pet (3.0%). The
per cent ages rep re sent the pro por tion of all dogs or cats re lin quished for this rea son.
The death of an owner, di vorce, preg nancy, the need to travel, and hav ing re ceived
a pet as an un wanted gift each ac counted for less than 2% of to tal re lin quish ments
and, col lec tively, for less than 5% of all dogs and cats turned into these shel ters.
Also, the con flict be tween a child and cat (3.1%) was rare as the ba sis for sur ren der.

Allergies. Al lergies were cited as a rea son for re lin quish ment sig nif i cantly
more fre quently for cats (18.1%) than dogs (4.2%). Among cats re lin quished for al -
ler gies, 13.0% were brought to a shel ter within 1 month of join ing the house hold,
35.8% within 6 months, and 54.5% by 1 year. As many as 15% of cats had been
owned for more than 5 years when re lin quished be cause of a fam ily mem ber’s al -
ler gies. In con trast, 23% of dogs were brought to shel ters within 1 month of ac qui si -
tion, 50.6% within 6 months, and 71.3% by 1 year. Only a small pro por tion (3.5%)
of dogs had been owned for more than 5 years when the dogs were sur ren dered for
al ler gies.

It is in ter est ing that among those re lin quish ing cats for al ler gies, 15.4% had
dogs and 10.6% still had other cats in the house hold. Sim i larly, among fam i lies re -
lin quish ing dogs for al ler gies, 11% had other dogs, and 17.1% still had cats at
home. These in di vid u als also re ported other rea sons for re lin quish ment, in clud ing
hous ing is sues (30%), nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lems (20%), the death of the
dog’s owner (20%), and, for cats, too many house hold pets (30%).

Among peo ple re port ing al ler gies to dogs, 21% had less than a high school ed u -
ca tion com pared with 8% that were re lin quish ing cats. More than twice as many
peo ple re lin quish ing cats (17.5%) than dogs (8.4%) were more than 50 years old,
and be tween 21% and 22% of peo ple re port ing al ler gies to pets were of His panic
de scent, mak ing this the HPI cat e gory with the high est pro por tion of peo ple of
His panic de scent.

No time for pet. Sig nif i cantly more dogs (9.4%) than cats (3.0%) were re -
lin quished with the rea son of “no time for pet” (Ta ble 3). More than 70% of peo ple
cit ing lack of time had dogs 2 years of age or youn ger, whereas the com pa ra ble fig -
ure for cat relinquishers was 61%. Al most 70% of dog own ers and 58.5% of cat
own ers had owned their pet for less than 1 year. An i mals owned for 3 or more years, 
how ever, ac counted for 17.6% of dogs and 29.3% of cats sur ren dered for this rea -
son. Among peo ple cit ing this rea son for dog re lin quish ment, 17.3% had other

48  SCARLETT, SALMAN, NEW, KASS



dogs, and 22% had other cats at home. Among those re lin quish ing cats, 24% had at
least one other cat still at home and 17.1% had dogs still at home.

New baby. Over all, a new baby ac counted for 2.3% and 3.4% of all re lin -
quish ments for dogs and cats, re spec tively. Ap prox i mately one third of dogs and
cats re lin quished for this rea son had been ac quired dur ing the pre vi ous 9 months,
and more than 40% had been ac quired within 11 months. Among dogs owned for at
least 1 year, 25.9% and 29.6% were re lin quished also be cause of an ag gres sion to -
ward peo ple or a nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lem, re spec tively. Among cats, the
com pa ra ble fig ures were 4% and 48% for ag gres sive and nonaggressive be hav iors, 
re spec tively.

Personal problems. Ap prox i mately 8% of all dogs and cats were re lin -
quished be cause of “per sonal rea sons” that the owner ex pe ri enced (Ta ble 3).
Peo ple with less than a ninth-grade ed u ca tion (when con sid er ing dogs and cats)
and those with ad vanced grad u ate de grees (when con sid er ing dogs) seemed
overrepresented among peo ple cit ing this rea son as com pared with other HPIs.
Sim i larly, 25.8% of peo ple with dogs and 43.6% with cats in this cat e gory had
in comes of less than $12,999 per year. Al most 8% of peo ple with dogs and
11.3% with cats cit ing this rea son re quested eu tha na sia for their an i mal, the
high est per cent age com pared with other HPI rea sons for cats and sec ond only to 
the death of an owner for dogs. Also, 18.2% of dogs re lin quished be cause of
per sonal prob lems had been owned for more than 5 years be fore re lin quish ment
in con trast to other HPI rea sons, in which less than 5% had owned their dogs for
more than 5 years.

Conflict with child. Among all an i mals brought to shel ters, con flict with
chil dren was re ported for 3.1% of dogs and 1.7% of cats (Ta ble 3). These con flicts
re sulted in re lin quish ment within 1 month of own er ship in 21.9% of dogs and
26.1% of cats, within 6 months for 60% of both dogs and cats, and for more than
80% within 1 year of own er ship. Roughly, 80% of these dogs and cats were un der 3
years of age. De spite this con flict, more than 95% of these peo ple wanted to see the
dog or cat put up for adop tion.

Other HPIs. Less than 30 peo ple gave di vorce, the death of the owner, preg -
nancy, owner trav el ing, or hav ing re ceived a pet as an un wanted gift as a rea son for
the sur ren der of dogs and cats in this sam ple, mak ing it dif fi cult to de scribe in di vid -
ual hu man or an i mal fac tors as so ci ated with these rea sons.

Multiple Classes of Reasons for Relinquishment
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Owners of 30.1% of dogs and 42.8% of cats re lin quished be cause of health or
per sonal is sues stated that an HPI was their only rea son for re lin quish ment; the
me dian num ber of classes of rea sons re ported was two. A to tal of 28% of peo ple 
cit ing HPIs also re ported a nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lem as an other rea son
for re lin quish ing their dog. Hu man hous ing is sues, re ported for 21.3% of dogs,
and poor prep a ra tions and in ap pro pri ate ex pec ta tions were cited for 13.5% of
dog re lin quish ments as the other most com mon classes of rea sons cited with
HPIs. Peo ple sur ren der ing cats be cause of HPIs also re ported hu man hous ing is -
sues (18.9%), too many an i mals in the house hold (11.3%), nonaggressive be -
hav ioral prob lems (11.1%), and in ap pro pri ate ex pec ta tions (10.2%) as other
rea sons for re lin quish ment.

In di vid uals re port ing al ler gies re ported a me dian of one rea son for re lin quish -
ment, whereas those with per sonal prob lems, no time, child con flicts, and new ba -
bies re ported a me dian of two rea sons. A nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lem,
hous ing is sue, or in ap pro pri ate ex pec ta tion was the most com mon other class of
rea sons also cited with in di vid ual rea sons of HPIs, with the ex cep tion of child–pet
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TABLE 4
Percentage of Other Classes of Reasons Also Given Among

People Citing Individual HPIs for Relinquishment of Individual Dogs and 
Cats to 12 Animal Shelters in the United States, 1995–1996

Individual HPI

Class of Reasons Allergya

Personal
Problemsb

No Time
for Petc

Child–Pet
Conflictd

New
Babye

Dogs
Behavioral problem

Aggression to people  2.3  3.2  3.1 29.7 17.0
Nonaggressive problem 10.5 21.4 39.4 31.3 29.8

Housing issues 16.3 22.1 21.2  6.3 17.0
Inadequate preparation or

expectation
 3.5 20.1 14.5 17.2 17.0

Cats
Behavioral problem

Aggression to people  1.6  3.8  0.0 13.0  8.7
Nonaggressive problem  6.5  7.5 29.3 30.4 32.6

Housing issues 12.2 25.5 24.4  4.5 23.9
Inadequate preparation or

expectation
 4.5 13.2  9.8 13.0 21.7

Household animal
population

 6.1 17.9 12.2  0.0  4.3

Note. HPI = health and personal issue. Each animal could have up to five reasons for relinquishment.
ans = 86 for dogs and 246 for cats. bns = 154 for dogs and 106 for cats. cns = 193 for dogs and 41 for cats.

dns = 64 for dogs and 23 for cats. ens = 47 for dogs and 46 for cats.



con flict (Ta ble 4). Peo ple sur ren der ing dogs be cause of a con flict be tween the dog
and a child of ten re ported the dog dis play ing ag gres sive be hav ior to ward peo ple as 
an other rea son for re lin quish ment.

Regional Differences

The fre quency of re port ing HPIs as a rea son for re lin quish ment dif fered sig nif i -
cantly among re gions. HPIs were most com monly cited in New York and New Jer -
sey, fol lowed by Col o rado and Ken tucky and Ten nes see, and were least com mon
in Cal i for nia for both dogs and cats (Ta ble 5).

There were sev eral sig nif i cant re gional dif fer ences in the fre quency of the in di -
vid ual HPI rea sons for re lin quish ment (Ta ble 5). Al lergies to dogs were more fre -
quent in New York and New Jer sey, were least com mon in Cal i for nia, and were of
in ter me di ate fre quency in Ken tucky and Ten nes see and Col o rado. Prob a bly re -
lated to this is the ob ser va tion that a sig nif i cantly smaller pro por tion of dogs spent
some or most of their time out doors in the New York and New Jer sey re gion com -
pared with the other re gions. Among cat relinquishers, al ler gies were re ported sig -
nif i cantly less fre quently in Cal i for nia than in other re gions. Per sonal prob lems
among dog and cat relinquishers were least fre quently re ported in Cal i for nia, were 
most fre quently re ported in New York and New Jer sey, and were in ter me di ately
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TABLE 5
Regional Differences in the Prevalence of Reported HPIs as a

Reason for Relinquishment for Individual Dogs and Cats to
12 Animal Shelters in the United States, 1995–1996

Region

New York and
New Jerseya

Kentucky and
Tennesseeb Coloradoc Californiad

Reason n % n % n % n %

Dogs
At least one HPI Yes 190 36.5 178 28.5 68 28.9 118 17.7
Allergy Yes  45  8.6  21  3.4  9  3.8  11  1.7
No time for pet Yes  71 13.6  51  8.2 28 11.9  43  6.5
Personal problems Yes  46  8.8  59  9.5 17  7.2  32  4.8

Cats
At least one HPI Yes 232 44.7 133 35.7 41 37.0  82 22.9
Allergy Yes 126 18.5  69 18.5 21 18.9  30  8.4
Personal problems Yes  63 12.1  19  5.1 11  9.9  13  3.6

Note. HPI = health and personal issue.
ans = 521 for dogs and 519 for cats. bns = 624 for dogs and 373 for cats. cns = 235 for dogs and 111 for

cats. dns = 665 for dogs and 358 for cats.



re ported in Ken tucky and Ten nes see and Col o rado. Hav ing no time for dogs was
re ported most fre quently in New York and New Jer sey, fol lowed by Col o rado,
Ken tucky and Ten nes see, and Cal i for nia.

Litters

A to tal of 18 lit ters of pup pies (13.0% of all lit ters) was sur ren dered be cause of
HPIs. Four lit ters were sur ren dered with the dam. The lit ters had a me dian size of 4
pup pies with a range of 1 to 8. Among those sub mit ting en tire lit ters, the me dian
size was 6.5. In 83% of lit ters, all pups re lin quished were healthy.

A to tal of 47 lit ters of cats (15.7% of all lit ters) were re lin quished be cause of
HPIs—43% of these were ac com pa nied by the dam and 39% were com plete lit -
ters. The me dian lit ter size sub mit ted was 3 with a range of 1 to 6. For lit ters in
which all kit tens were re lin quished, the me dian lit ter size was 4. Of the 16 peo ple
who owned the dams, 9 in tended to breed her again, 3 did not know, and 4 did not
in tend to breed her again.

Other rea sons cited by peo ple re lin quish ing lit ters of pup pies in cluded in abil ity
to find homes for the lit ter (55.6%), in abil ity to care for these ad di tional an i mals
(50.0%), no time (44.4%), and per sonal prob lems (38.9%). Peo ple sur ren der ing kit -
tens cited in abil ity to find homes (36.2%), per sonal prob lems (31.9%), in abil ity to
care for ad di tional an i mals (23.4%), al ler gies (21.3%), hous ing pro hi bi tions (17%),
and no time (14.9%).

DISCUSSION

The se lect HPIs re lin quish ment class in cludes a va ri ety of rea sons, some of which
are events, such as births or deaths, oc cur ring in peo ple’s lives and other cir cum -
stances, such as a new job or a need to travel, that arise, of ten de pend ing on stage of
life. As a class, HPIs were the lead ing rea sons cited for re lin quish ment of cats and
the third most com mon class of rea sons for dogs.

Al lergies were the most com mon health and per sonal rea son for re lin quish -
ment of cats and the third most com mon rea son for dogs. Re lin quish ments be -
cause of al ler gies to cats were more than four times more com mon than for
dogs. This is con sis tent with stud ies dem on strat ing a higher fre quency of al ler -
gies among peo ple to cats than to dogs (Eggleston & Wood, 1992). Dogs sur -
ren dered be cause of al ler gies had been owned for a sig nif i cantly shorter pe riod
of time than cats brought in for the same rea son. The rea son for this dis crep ancy 
is un known. Be cause the treat ment of choice is avoid ance of con tact with the of -
fend ing al ler gen(s), al ler gies to pets will con tinue to be an unpreventable rea son
for re lin quish ment.

De spite the re ported fre quency of pet al ler gies, how ever, it seems prob a ble that
some of these re lin quish ments were not as so ci ated with true pet al ler gies. Rather
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than un dergo ex pen sive al lergy test ing, some peo ple with al ler gies may have cho -
sen to elim i nate pets from their en vi ron ment. Sim i larly, phy si cians may have rec -
om mended elim i nat ing pos si bly of fend ing sources (such as pets) in an at tempt to
al le vi ate symp toms be fore em bark ing on more ex pen sive workups. In a sur vey of
mem bers of the Amer i can Acad emy of Al ler gists, 50% and 44% rec om mended re -
moval of an i mals in the pres ence of asthma and rhi ni tis, re spec tively, re gard less of 
the cause. Even in the ab sence of pet al lergy, 34% still rec om mended re moval of
pets (Baker & McCulloch, 1983). In ad di tion, cit ing al ler gies may be a so cially ac -
cept able means of jus ti fy ing re lin quish ment for some peo ple. The fact that 10.6%
of those re lin quish ing cats and 11% of those sub mit ting dogs be cause of al ler gies
still had other cats and dogs at home, re spec tively, lends sup port to this pos si bil ity. 
To our knowl edge, there is no lit er a ture doc u ment ing that some in di vid ual an i mals 
(or breeds) are more al ler genic than oth ers. Some own ers may be lieve, none the -
less, that one an i mal is re spon si ble and re lin quish it. The higher prev a lence of re -
ported al ler gies among peo ple older than 50 (for cats) and among those of
His panic de scent (for dogs) may re flect dif fer ences in sus cep ti bil ity, own er ship
pat terns, pop u lar ity of this as an ac cept able re lin quish ment rea son, or other un ex -
plained rea sons.

Reasons for Relinquishment

The re gional dif fer ence in the fre quency of re ported al ler gies to dogs and cats
was un ex pected. The higher prev a lence of dog and cat al ler gies as a rea son for
re lin quish ment in the North east may be ex plained, at least par tially, by sea sonal
con di tions and the ur ban en vi ron ment that prompts them to be kept in doors for
lon ger pe ri ods of time, lead ing to higher con cen tra tions of pet al ler gens in the
home. The fact that the New York and New Jer sey re gion had a sig nif i cantly
lower pro por tion of dogs and cats spend ing some or most of their time out doors
sup ports this hy poth e sis.

Per sonal prob lems were the sec ond most com mon HPI cited. It may be dif fi cult to 
make rec om men da tions that lead to sig nif i cant re duc tions in an i mals sur ren dered
be cause of per sonal prob lems of the owner. The rea son is suf fi ciently vague and
com pre hen sive to make dis cus sion of it dif fi cult. Peo ple cit ing per sonal prob lems
prob a bly in clude those deal ing with truly dif fi cult is sues (e.g., low in come, un em -
ploy ment), as well as those us ing this rea son for re lin quish ment as an ex cuse for
other rea sons. The ob ser va tion that a rel a tively large pro por tion (8–11%) of peo ple
with this rea son re quest eu tha na sia (com pared with other HPIs at < 5%) sug gests that 
some may be mak ing de ci sions while highly stressed. Gen eral at tempts to pro vide
good in for ma tion to pro spec tive own ers and coun sel ing for be hav ior prob lems that
de velop will prob a bly help di min ish an i mals sur ren dered for this rea son.

In con trast, care ful coun sel ing at the time of adop tion (where pos si ble) may
suc cess fully per suade some peo ple to post pone the ac qui si tion of a pet un til it is
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more ap pro pri ate or may dis cour age oth ers from ac quir ing an an i mal that is not
com pat i ble with their life style. The fact that al most 70% of dogs re lin quished be -
cause own ers did not have time for them (the an i mals had been owned 1 year or
less) sug gests that care ful and sen si tive ques tion ing and coun sel ing at the time of
adop tion could re duce sur ren ders for this rea son. Sim i larly, peo ple ex pect ing a
new baby may ben e fit from coun sel ing at the time of pet adop tion, as more than a
third of the an i mals sur ren dered for this rea son had been ac quired within the pre -
ced ing 9 months. Cou ples im mi nently plan ning to add to their fam i lies must un -
der stand, when con sid er ing the adop tion of a pet, the time com mit ment that is
nec es sary to care for a new baby and a new pet si mul ta neously. Among those hav -
ing owned a pet for at least 1 year, more than 25% also re ported a be hav ioral prob -
lem, sug gest ing that the ar rival of a new baby may pro vide the ad di tional stress
needed to prompt some peo ple to re lin quish a pet.

Con flicts be tween pets and chil dren arise for nu mer ous rea sons, and for some
fam i lies, con flicts will con tinue to be un avoid able rea sons for re lin quish ment. In
other cases, how ever, good ad vice from vet er i nar i ans, breed ers, or train ers, with
re gard to teach ing chil dren proper han dling of pets, se lec tion of breeds with out ag -
gres sive ten den cies, as well as be hav ior mod i fi ca tion of pets with ag gres sive ten -
den cies may re duce re lin quish ments for this rea son. It is un clear why con flicts
be tween chil dren and both dogs and cats were more com monly re ported in Cal i -
for nia than in the New York and New Jer sey shel ters. It may re flect dif fer ences in
the pro por tion of peo ple with chil dren in the two ar eas or pos si bly dif fer ences in
so cially ac cept able rea sons for re lin quish ment.

Each of the other HPIs, such as death of owner or di vorce, ac counted for ap -
prox i mately 2% or less of to tal re lin quish ments. Helping to ed u cate peo ple about
mak ing pro vi sions for the care of their pets af ter their death might re duce some of
these re lin quish ments, but ef forts are prob a bly more prof it ably di rected at other
rea sons.

Peo ple who had suf fi cient knowl edge to par tic i pate in the in ter views in this
study were pre dom i nantly the own ers of the re lin quished pet (85%) or an other
fam ily mem ber in the same house hold (15%). On av er age, these peo ple in cor -
rectly re sponded to 4 of 11 state ments re gard ing ba sic pet hus bandry. The need
for con tin u ing ef forts at ed u cat ing the pub lic about the fre quency of estrous cy -
cles in dogs and cats, the de sir abil ity of neu ter ing be fore a first lit ter, and the be -
hav ioral re sponses of mul ti ple cats in a house hold was ev i dent among those with 
HPIs. This lack of knowl edge and the high prev a lence of unneutered dogs and
cats in this sam ple re in force the need for con tin u ing ef forts to con vince peo ple
to get their an i mals neu tered. Neu tering would not only re duce births but would
also en hance the at trac tive ness of some an i mals as pets, re duc ing un de sir able
be hav iors such as spray ing by male cats, stray ing from home, and fight ing,
which also lead to re lin quish ment. In the ab sence of a con trol group of house -
holds not re lin quish ing an i mals, it is un known whether the lack of knowl edge is

54  SCARLETT, SALMAN, NEW, KASS



as so ci ated with re lin quish ment. Re gard less, en cour ag ing neu ter ing and en hanc -
ing un der stand ing re gard ing re pro duc tion can re duce the num bers of un wanted
an i mals.

Addition and Surrender

Al though al most all new ad di tions of dogs and cats to house holds were not off -
spring of other pets, more than 50% of house holds with HPIs re ported move ment of 
dogs and cats in and out of their house holds dur ing the pre vi ous year. The turn over
was pre dom i nantly of the same spe cies as the an i mal sur ren dered. The move ment
sug gests lack of sta bil ity in the hu man–an i mal bonds in these house holds and the
need to un der stand better why some peo ple ac quire and re move an i mals with such
fre quency. Prob a bly lack of knowl edge of the ad verse ef fects and con se quences of
own ing mul ti ple an i mals, in clud ing be hav ior, cost, and work, is part of the ex pla -
na tion. Better un der stand ing of this phe nom e non could lead to en hanced coun sel -
ing of peo ple as they ac quire pets. The move ment of an i mals did not cen ter around
shel ters, but rather friends, who were the larg est source of added an i mals. This is
dis cour ag ing in the sense that tar get ing ed u ca tion to the ap pro pri ate peo ple in these
trans ac tions may be dif fi cult.

In ad di tion to ev i dence that many of these house holds had owned a num ber of
other an i mals in the past year, ap prox i mately 20% still had at least one an i mal at
home. Among an i mals from house holds with other an i mals at home, 77.6% of the
dogs and 67.3% of the cats had at least one other class of rea sons cited, the most
com mon rea sons be ing nonaggressive be hav ioral prob lems for dogs (33%) and
too many an i mals in the house hold for cats (32.9%). It ap pears that, un der the
stress of an HPI, some peo ple re duce the num ber of an i mals in the house hold, per -
haps se lect ing the least fa vor ite an i mal to take to the shel ter.

Among the an i mals sur ren dered, 31.9% of dogs were re port edly pure bred, em -
pha siz ing the im por tance of the role that breed ers and pet shops should play in
screen ing and ed u cat ing peo ple seek ing pure bred an i mals. Breeders must con tinue 
their ef forts to ed u cate other breed ers (Strand, 1993) and en hance their ef forts to
ed u cate pro spec tive buy ers about an i mal and breed-specific be hav iors, the need
for neu ter ing, and the im por tance of train ing. It is sim i larly in cum bent on vet er i -
nar i ans to ed u cate and serve as a re source for pro spec tive cli ents not only with re -
gard to health and neu ter ing but also re gard ing the hus bandry, “nor mal”
be hav iors, “be hav ioral prob lems,” costs, and im por tance of train ing their pets or
pro spec tive pets (MacKay, 1993). Ef forts must be di rected to in flu ence pet shops
to en cour age re spon si ble pet adop tion.

A high pro por tion of the dogs (59.7%) and cats (78.3%) sur ren dered had been
ac quired at no cost. Patronek, Glickman, Beck, McCabe, and Ecker (1996a,
1996b) found that dog and cats ac quired at no cost were at in creased risk of re lin -
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quish ment. Whether this re flects the fact that pay ing for an an i mal en hances its
value to the owner or that some own ers ac quir ing free pets value an i mals less and
there fore never bond as closely is un clear.

In light of the na ture of many of the HPIs, it would be in ter est ing to learn
whether some peo ple sur ren der ing pets would pre fer to keep their pets long term
but when in cri sis are un able, phys i cally or psy cho log i cally, to care for them. Cre -
ative ap proaches to pro vid ing tem po rary ac com mo da tions for pets be long ing to
such peo ple could be de vel oped if such ef forts would lead to retention of these
pets.

This study rep re sents the larg est de scrip tive study of shel ter re lin quish ments to
date. The in clu sion of 12 shel ters from four re gions of the coun try pro vides data
be yond that col lected pre vi ously in a small num ber of shel ters. Al though these
shel ters were not ran domly sam pled, their data pro vide in sight into com mon rea -
sons for re lin quish ment from shel ters dif fer ing in vol ume, lo ca tion (ru ral, sub ur -
ban, ur ban), pop u la tions served, and de mo graph ics of an i mals sur ren dered. This
was a de scrip tive study and, as such, did not in cor po rate a com par i son group (a
group of peo ple not re lin quish ing their pets) that could be used to iden tify risk fac -
tors. There fore, the re sults must be in ter preted with cau tion, keep ing in mind that
the char ac ter is tics, knowl edge base, and be hav iors re ported for these re lin quished
an i mals and their own ers may not ac tu ally dif fer from those pets not re lin quished
and their own ers. Cou pled with the risk fac tor stud ies of Patronek et al. (1996a,
1996b), these data add to our understanding of the reasons for people relinquishing 
pets in this country.

SUMMARY

Se lected HPIs were the most com mon and the third most com mon class of rea sons
for re lin quish ment for cats and dogs, re spec tively. This class in cluded al ler gies to
pets, no time for a pet, per sonal prob lems, the death of the owner, di vorce, child and 
pet con flict, owner trav el ing, a new baby, owner preg nancy, and hav ing re ceived
the pet as an un wanted gift. Among peo ple cit ing HPIs, al ler gies in a fam ily mem -
ber, per sonal prob lems, and a new baby were the most com mon in di vid ual rea sons
for cats, and no time for the pet, per sonal prob lems, and al ler gies were the most
com mon rea sons for dogs. Be hav ioral prob lems, hous ing is sues, and in ad e quate
prep a ra tion or ex pec ta tions were the most com mon other rea sons cited with HPIs,
sug gest ing that a con stel la tion of con cerns at the time of a stress ful life event or
prob lem pre cip i tates re lin quish ment. Ed u cat ing and coun sel ing peo ple with re gard 
to is sues sur round ing pet ac qui si tion, own er ship (e.g., house break ing, neu ter ing),
and be hav ioral mod i fi ca tion must be proactively un der taken by all fac ets of the
pet-as so ci ated com mu nity. Us ing re sults from stud ies such as these, vet er i nar i ans,
breed ers, train ers, shel ter and pet shop per son nel, and hu mane or ga ni za tions must
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ex pand their ef forts by de vel op ing and using more effective means to educate and
support pet owners to promote successful, long-lasting pet–owner relationships.
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