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What is fostering?

Generally speaking, fostering is the 
placement of special-case animals into 
temporary homes until they are suitable for 
adoption.



Do you already have a foster care 
program?

• How well is it working?
• What are your biggest challenges?
• Retraining versus new program
• Buy-in from staff and existing volunteers



Why have a foster program?
• Animals benefit from home-based care
• Expands holding capacity affordably
• Increases adoptions, especially treatables
• Ideal conduit for offsite adoption programs
• Allows for active volunteer support
• Positive community presence



Foster programs can not:
• Save all the animals
• Replace a cramped facility
• Mend holes in organizational policies
• Serve as “foster-to-adopt” program



Beware of….
• Hoarder-fosters
• Inconsistent or inadequate animal care
• Insufficient foster training and support = 

high turnover rate of foster families
• Irregular “adoptions”
• Expensive emergency vet bills



You don’t plan to fail..so don’t fail to 
plan!



Organize a committee to….

• Develop parameters and clearly 
communicate to staff and volunteers

• Develop criteria for foster animals
• Set up guidelines and create forms
• Find veterinary support



Program Guidelines
– % of adoptables you want to affect?

– How many homes needed?
• Types of foster families

– What are program limitations?
• Shelter resources
• Adoption potential

– What is maximum # of animals?
• Limit length of time in foster



Philosophies and Convictions!

Don’t let pressure from the public, your staff, 
or other organizations cause you to 
weaken your policies and procedures



Program Management
• Designate a coordinator (and backup 

person) 
– Friendly, available, and organized

• Create a formal, secure management 
process and chain of command
– Clear, accessible, correct information

• Listen to feedback!



Foster Volunteers Can…

• Provide individualized care and training for special needs 

animals

• Expand your volunteer force

• Improve exposure of adoptable animals in the 

community

• Help accomplish your mission



Foster Volunteers Can Also….

• Get in the way of shelter staff and challenge them on 

animal adoption and euthanasia decisions

• Give out inaccurate information to the public

• Be casual about program requirements

• Keep the first animal they foster and quit



Which Animals to Foster?



Low risk…
• Young animals or litters with moms
• Ill or injured animals (weigh feasibility)
• Animals in poor general physical condition
• Under-socialized animals
• Temperamentally sound animals who are 

beginning to deteriorate in an animal 
shelter



High risk…
• Unweaned orphans
• Pregnant animals
• Critically ill animals or zoonotic
• Animals with severe behavioral problems, 

including aggression towards humans, 
severe separation anxiety, loss of litterbox 
training



Guiding Principles
• Be unbiased, yet realistic
• Meet demand and variety
• Match animals to foster parents’ skills

– Puppy specialist

– Nursing skills for recuperating animals
– Take into account foster parents pets



If you wouldn’t adopt the animal 
out, don’t place the animal in foster 

care!



Forms, Meetings, and Manuals
• Perspective foster parent application 
• Foster parent survey, letter, & agreement
• Orientation and training meetings
• Home visit form
• Foster care guide/manual
• Foster animal home assessment form



How to find foster families
• Your website (new volunteers), flyers
• Current event and animal care volunteers
• Staff
• Adopters
• Outgoing phone message
• Animal hobby groups



How to find the right foster families
• Belief in your mission
• Pet experience and or specialized skills
• Time
• Convenience
• Safe 
• Reliable 



Screening and Selection
• Like any other volunteer
• Understands, and agrees with, your foster program’s 

goals and policies
• Must meet your adoption standards
• Inform of the costs involved and ensure they are able 

and willing to pay them (beware of use of own vet)
• Own pets should be sterilized, vaccinated, and receive 

proper care
• Own pets exposure to disease or injury



Always, Always, Always….

• Verify answers given on the application
• Schedule an interview even if the foster 

parent looks ideal on paper
• Visit the home to ensure that the 

environment is appropriate
• Return home visit at least annually



Agreement (Contract)

• Your organization is not liable for injuries caused by 
foster animals

• Foster animal must be kept under the direct supervision 
of the foster parent only (foster-sitters?)

• Foster care custody is temporary and the foster animal 
remains the property of your organization

• Animal must be returned to your organization 
immediately upon request



Contract continued….

• Foster parent must provide quality care (define)
• Foster parent must comply with supplied 

instructions 
• Foster parent must understand that in some 

cases euthanasia may be necessary for humane 
reasons

• Isolation from owned animals
• Indoors versus outdoors for fostered pets



Foster Families Should Track and 
Record..

• Vaccinations given/still needed
• Medications administered and when
• Surgery or treatment given
• Elimination and feeding schedule
• Medical conditions
• Weight chart 
• Temperament, training, socialization and 

personality notes



Foster Care Manual

• List of supplies (who buys?)
• General feeding and care instructions
• Warning signs that an animal may need veterinary 

attention
• Guidelines for obtaining veterinary treatment 
• List of phone numbers for the foster program’s 

coordinator and volunteers
• List of participating veterinarians 
• Medical protocols 



Foster Care Manual Continued…

• How to prepare the home for a foster animal
• Household dangers
• Kitten/puppy development for orphaned animals
• Instructions for returning the animal for adoption
• Procedures for reporting a bite or scratch
• Disaster preparedness
• “How-To’s” from Animal Sheltering Magazine



Training and Managing Foster Families

• Designated manager and clear chain of command
• Timely recruitment and approval process
• Managing expectations (agreement, manual)
• Survey for interests and talents
• Group vs individual training
• Maintain contact and support
• Efficient communications



Foster Process

• Daily emails about animals needing care
– Targeted, name & photo, reason and timeline

• Response deadline and first come, first served
• On-time pick up, safe transport, meet-n-greet
• Medication instructions and demonstration
• Veterinary appointments
• Sterilization
• Temperament re-eval
• Adoption



Foster Animal Prep

• Vaccinations
• Parasite tests and treatment
• Diagnostic tests (FeLV, HW)
• Sterilization
• Collar and tag, microchip
• Medications and/or other supplies



Foster Kit

• Food
• Toys

• Crate
• Leash
• Paperwork and medical info

• Behavior tip sheets
• Phone numbers



Recordkeeping on animals

• Database/spreadsheet—searchable and sortable
• Individual records for each animal 

– ID #, location, name, breed, color, sex, age, neuter
• Copy at shelter and copy with volunteer
• Date into foster, reason, date out disposition
• Other info (vaccinations, treatments)?
• Make your system accessible only to key personnel in 

the program



Recordkeeping on Foster Families

• Database/spreadsheet—searchable and sortable
• Use survey information
• Color-coding: green/red/white 

(newbies/restrictions/others)
• Include start dates, trainings
• Separate page for removed fosters
• Restrict access to information



Getting Animals Adopted

• Return to shelter
– Do you have room? 
– Risk of illness, stress?

• Off-site adoption event
– Can be primarily foster animals

• Petfinder



Getting Animals Adopted continued..

• Follow same procedures as non-fostered animals
• The organization, with the foster parent’s input, should 

decide when a fostered animal is ready for adoption
• Foster parent involvement in adoption process is tricky—

they should definitely not be the only adoption screener 
for their fostered animal

• Adoption directly from foster home?



Getting Animals Adopted (yes, more)…
• Animal should receive thorough examination 

prior to being placed for adoption either in 
shelter or off site

• Foster parent report to provide to adopters

• Foster parents may experience grief when giving 
up foster pet

• Contact with adopter at adopter’s discretion



Marketing Foster Animals

• Shelter bulletin board
• Your own website
• Social networking
• Work with other area groups to promote
• Local media, email taglines

• Don’t promote until truly adoptable



Support and Succeed

• Easy does it
• Train, train, train (then train some more)
• Don’t leave ‘em hanging
• Make it affordable
• Match skills with animals
• Don’t overload
• Give breaks
• ALWAYS appreciate



Support and Succeed….more!

• Assign foster mentors
• Keep them informed

• Provide continuing education
• Plan for emergencies

• Always be up front, honest, and empathetic



What to Do When Things Don’t Work

• Protocol for unadoptable foster animals
– Aggressive

• re-evaluate 

• foster adopt

– Treatment becomes too expensive
• foster to cover, but be careful

– Animal becomes sick or in need again
• re-foster



Evaluating Effectiveness…what gets 
measured gets managed….

• % foster requests fulfilled and # fostered
– Reasons not filled

• Foster animal dispositions
– % adopted, euthanized, transferred

• # and types of foster caregivers
– Identify where growth is needed



References and Resources

� Michigan Humane Society Foster Program
http://www.michiganhumane.org

� Seattle Animal Shelter Foster Program
http://sites.google.com/site/seattleanimalshelter/files

� http://www.Animalsheltering.org
Click on the Shelter Library for more information

� http://www.humanesocietyuniversity.org



Questions?





Thank you!!

Kimberley Intino, CAWA
Director, Shelter Services

The Humane Society of the United States
2100 L Street, NW

Washington, D.C. 20037
kintino@humanesociety.org

301-258-3177


