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Abstract

Introduction: Understanding the early post-adoption experience is critical to supporting animal welfare, strengthening the human–animal bond, and improving shelter practices. While most adopters report high satisfaction, behavioural and care-related challenges are common. This study used the Petszel platform to evaluate early post-adoption outcomes across more than 22,000 dog and cat adopters from 112 shelters and rescue organisations in 40 United States (U.S.) states.

Methods: Surveys were distributed automatically on Day 1, Week 1, and Month 1 post-adoption. Adopters were asked about general satisfaction, specific behaviours, veterinary care, and microchip registration. Responses were included only if the pet was in the home at time of survey. Data were summarised by species and time point using descriptive statistics.

Results: Over 94% rated their experience positively (score of 4 or 5 out of 5) at all time points. However, more than 78% of dog adopters and 50% of cat adopters also reported at least one challenge. Among dogs, common issues included house soiling (32%), play biting (34%), leash pulling (28%), and separation distress/anxiety (24%). Among cats, the most frequent challenges were fear or hiding (19%), introduction to existing pets (10%), anxiety in specific situations (9%); destructive chewing/scratching (8%) and urinating and/or defecating outside the litter box (5%) were both reported slightly less commonly. By Month 1, 56% of cat adopters and 66% of dog adopters reported completing their pet’s first veterinary visit. Microchip registration was reported by 61% of cat and 62% of dog adopters by Week 1. Nearly half of dog adopters reported no plans for formal training by Month 1.

Conclusion: Despite high satisfaction ratings, many adopters faced behavioural or care challenges. These findings suggest that general satisfaction measures may obscure important challenges as animals settle into their new homes. Species-specific counselling, proactive veterinary engagement, and further microchip registration guidance may better support post-adoption success.
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Adoption from animal shelters is one of the most common ways people in the United States (U.S.) acquire dogs and cats.1 Understanding the post-adoption experience is important for shelters, veterinarians, and potential adopters. Knowing what happens once a pet enters a new home can inform adoption processes, guide targeted follow-up support, improve animal welfare, help prospective owners anticipate common challenges, and reduce the chances of a pet being returned to the shelter.2–5

Challenges in the early post-adoption period are common. Previous studies have found that more than half of adopters report at least one behavioural or health concern within the first weeks after adoption. Some issues, such as house training issues in dogs and litter box issues in cats5–9 can persist for months. Even when such problems occur, most adopters still rate their overall experience positively, suggesting that general ‘satisfaction’ measures may underestimate the need for support. Systematic follow-up that probes for specific issues can help identify and address these challenges before they escalate.

This apparent disconnect between satisfaction and reported challenges has been documented repeatedly.5,7–12 Many commonly reported behaviours – destructive activity, inappropriate elimination, excessive vocalisation, and separation anxiety – can indicate stress and raise welfare concerns.2,13 Recognising that adopters may struggle with behavioural issues while still reporting high satisfaction underscores the need for targeted support that addresses these issues without diminishing the human–animal bond.

Establishing a relationship with a veterinarian is also critical to post-adoption welfare. In one study, more than 60% of adopters took their pet to a veterinarian within the first month, with health problems strongly associated with visits.8 Respiratory tract disease was the most common reason for the veterinary visit, and those that adopted a dog or a young animal were more likely to visit. However, some adopters may not establish a veterinary relationship early on missing the opportunity to provide continuity of preventive care, establish a health baseline, and detect underlying conditions. Strong shelter–veterinarian connections further ensure adopters receive accurate health information and timely support in addition to a smooth handoff of veterinary care.

Microchipping is an important tool for reunification, a core function of many shelters. One study found return-to-owner rates for dogs increased from 22% without a microchip to 52% with one, and for cats from 2 to 35%.14 Recent data from 17 municipal shelters show microchipped pets are more than three times as likely to be reunited with their families.15 Many shelters microchip pets prior to adoption. In some cases, the shelter software automatically registers the microchip to the adopter at the time of ownership transfer. In other shelters, microchip registration relies on the adopter to take the initiative to contact the microchip company to register the microchip. Microchips only work if owners keep contact information up to date – a step that often requires continued awareness and follow-through post-adoption.

The present study was conducted through Petszel, a commercially available post-adoption platform provided at no cost to participating animal welfare organisations and their adopters. Shelters use Petszel to deliver adopters pets’ shelter records, provide educational resources, transfer medical records to veterinary hospitals, and automate post-adoption follow-up. Shelters are informed through the platform’s terms and conditions that de-identified data may be used for research.

While previous studies have explored post-adoption health, behaviour, and adopter satisfaction, none have done so with very large and geographically diverse datasets. The Petszel platform provided access to data from more than 112 shelters across 40 states, capturing responses from a total of 22,571 adopters across multiple time points for a total of 39,974 survey responses. To our knowledge, no previous study has examined post-adoption outcomes for both dogs and cats at this scale, across such a wide range of shelters and geographies, while also assessing veterinary engagement, microchip registration, and – among dogs – training uptake.

The objectives of this study were to:


	Quantify what was reported as going well for dog and cat adopters on Day 1, Week 1, and Month 1 post-adoption.


	Quantify challenges reported over the same periods and compare them with what was going well.


	Quantify post-adoption veterinary visits, microchip registration, and – among dogs – training uptake.


	Identify opportunities for shelters and community veterinarians to improve support for adopters and pets based on these findings.




Methods

Petszel is a post-adoption support platform designed to help shelters provide adopters with their pets’ shelter records; age- and species-specific educational content on areas such as new pet introductions, behaviour issues, and veterinary care; and automated follow-up surveys. The platform connects with four different shelter software management systems (PetPoint, Chameleon, Shelterluv, and Shelter Buddy). The Petszel platform was launched in January 2024. All participating shelters were known to provide microchips to their adopted pets.

Shelter enrolment and adopter communication

Shelters utilising the platform were encouraged to explain the platform to adopters, supported by physical signage at adoption desks. Within minutes of adoption, adopters received a shelter-branded welcome email and text message introducing the platform. Adopters were informed about the availability of the Petszel platform by the participating animal welfare organisations at the time of adoption. Adopters were given the option to opt out of text and/or email communications at any time. Adopters were not offered any benefits or incentives for completing surveys.

Survey development

The surveys used in this study were originally developed to provide shelters with actionable feedback about individual adopters and their pets rather than for research purposes. However, the volume and content of responses offered valuable insights applicable to the broader shelter community. Surveys were distributed at three time points: the day after adoption (Day 1), 7 days post-adoption (Week 1), and 30 days post-adoption (Month 1). Survey questions were developed in collaboration with shelter leadership from the Petszel platform’s initial group of 20 shelters. These leaders met with Petszel team members and discussed what they wanted to learn about the first several months post-adoption. In response to these discussions, the Petszel team developed questions and answer choices (when applicable) and shared these with the pilot shelter leadership for review, comment, and final approval.

Final survey content

Surveys were auto-populated with the species, birth date, pet’s name, and adoption date from shelter records. Surveys then asked adopters to rate their overall experience on a 5-point scale and included species-specific questions about what was going well and what challenges they were facing. For behavioural challenges, all adopters were provided with lists of commonly reported issues – such as house soiling, play biting, leash pulling, separation distress/anxiety for dogs, or fear/hiding, litter box issues, and destructive scratching for cats – and asked to select all that applied including an option for ‘no challenges’. Additional questions assessed veterinary engagement (defined as whether the pet had a first veterinary visit or an appointment scheduled), microchip registration status, and, for dog adopters, uptake of training services. All surveys included opportunities for open-ended feedback. Full survey instruments are provided in the supplementary materials (Appendix 1).

This longitudinal study included surveys completed between July and December 2024 from adoptions between June and December 2024. This additional month allowed adopters to complete both a 1-day and a 1-month survey during our analysis period.

Survey distribution and participation

The first three surveys were sent to adopters on the day after adoption, at 7 days, and at 30 days. The system sent surveys beyond this timeframe, but this analysis only included data from these three survey time points. Surveys were sent via email and text message (SMS) based on adopters’ communication preferences; adopters could opt out at any time. Survey participation was voluntary. Non-responses received reminders at 24, 48, and 96 h (see Appendix 2 for content) after which no further reminders were issued. If a pet was returned to the shelter or the shelter was notified about the pet being deceased or no longer in the home, the adopter no longer received invitations to complete surveys. If an adopter opted out of communications from the Petszel system, they did not receive invitations to complete surveys.

Statistical analysis

Surveys were audited and included only if the pets remained in the adopter’s home at the time of submission based on comments in the open text, and responses were not included if caregivers were fostering to adopt, verified through open-ended responses. Only responses within one standard deviation of the mean survey completed date for Day 1, Week 1, and Month 1 were included to make recall more consistent and reduce bias. The analysis included all responses to any questions to increase available sample size.

Survey data were summarised by species and time point (Day 1, Week 1, Month 1). All available data were included even if the survey was incomplete. ‘Other’ responses in closed-ended questions were recoded into existing categories when appropriate. Categorical variables were expressed as counts and percentages; continuous variables such as pet age and number adopted per shelter were summarised with medians and minimum-maximum. Pet age was calculated from the animal’s birthdate and the survey date. The number of shelters represented at each time point was also captured. Respondents with data across all three time points were identified for descriptive statistics on changes with time for ‘Overall, how are things going with {animal name}?’ and ‘Has {animal name} had their first vet appointment?’ (Week 1 and Month 1 only).

Response rates were calculated based on animals adopted rather than adopters because an adopter who adopted more than one animal could potentially decide to complete a survey for only one of the adopted animals. A survey was at least partially completed if the question ‘Overall, how are things going with {animal name}?’ was answered. For Week 1 and Month 1, a completed survey was defined as having responses to ‘Has {animal name} had their first vet appointment?’ Responses out of the time period were considered not eligible16 and excluded from the denominator.

Results

The study included adopters from over 112 shelters and foster-based rescues in 40 U.S. states and 106 cities, with annual intakes ranging from ~100 to 29,000 animals (hereafter all organisations will be referred to as ‘shelters’). Across the 3 times surveys were administered, a total of 35,125 responses from dog and cat adopters were received across Day 1, Week 1, and Month 1 (Table 1). Surveys were sent to 66,799 adopters during the 7-month study period, with 27,480 dog and 44,959 cat adoptions. Response rates were higher for dog adopters than cats, and declined across time (Table 1). However, there were more cats than dogs at each survey time.




Table 1.Number of dog or cat adopters, response to the questions ‘Overall how are things going with {animal name}?’ and ‘Have you faced any challenges with {animal name}’s adjustment to your home?’, registration/update of microchip and use of training for post-adoption surveys from the Petszel platform with 66,799 adopters of 44,959 cats and 27,480 dogs from U.S. animal shelters


	Variable
	Day 1
	Week 1
	Month 1



	Cat
	Dog
	Cat
	Dog
	Cat
	Dog





	Total surveys opened
	8,914
	6,945
	8,079
	6,142
	5,547
	4,347



	No survey responses after opening (refusal)
	443
	384
	299
	230
	256
	203



	Out of range of survey time (excluded)
	1,523 (18%)
	1,119 (17%)
	1,017 (13%)
	743 (13%)
	253 (5%)
	189 (5%)



	Total possible included responses
	6,948
	5,442
	6,763
	5,169
	5,038
	3,955



	Partial completion response rate*
	16.0%
	20.6%
	15.4%
	19.3%
	10.7%
	14.5%



	Completed surveys response rate
	16.0%
	20.6%
	15.0%
	18.8%
	10.4%
	14.1%



	Number per shelter
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Median (min/max)
	99 (3–556)
	65 (2–1,136)
	85 (1–712)
	66.5 (1–940)
	42 (1–511)
	60 (2–674)



	Number of shelters
	51
	39
	47
	43
	54
	40



	Overall how are things going with {animal name}?



	1 (worst)
	38 (0.5%)
	33 (0.6%)
	44 (0.7%)
	44 (0.9%)
	24 (0.5%)
	23 (0.6%)



	2
	56 (0.8%)
	45 (0.8%)
	70 (1.0%)
	45 (0.9%)
	19 (0.4%)
	35 (0.9%)



	3
	242 (4%)
	196 (4%)
	213 (3%)
	199 (4%)
	118 (2%)
	107 (3%)



	4
	1,102 (16%)
	1,110 (20%)
	1,111 (16%)
	1,282 (25%)
	710 (14%)
	941 (24%)



	5 (best)
	5,510 (79%)
	4,058 (75%)
	5,325 (79%)
	3,599 (70%)
	4,164 (83%)
	2,849 (72%)



	Have you faced any challenges with {animal name}’s adjustment to your home?
	
	
	Responses (N = 6,708)
	Responses (N = 5,135)
	Responses (N = 5,006)
	Responses (N = 3,925)



	Yes
	Not asked
	Not asked
	3,315 (50%)
	3,929 (78%)
	2,382 (48%)
	3,144 (81%)



	Has {animal name} had their first vet appointment?



	Yes – already visited the vet
	Not asked
	Not asked
	1,152 (18%)
	1,352 (28%)
	2,760 (56%)
	2,552 (66%)



	No
	Not asked
	Not asked
	340 (5%)
	206 (4%)
	384 (8%)
	195 (5%)



	It’s scheduled
	Not asked
	Not asked
	2,159 (34%)
	1,666 (34%)
	820 (17%)
	584 (15%)



	Planning to schedule this week
	Not asked
	Not asked
	2,410 (38%)
	1,503 (31%)
	728 (15%)
	397 (10%)



	I need help finding a vet
	Not asked
	Not asked
	340 (5%)
	170 (4%)
	215 (4%)
	119 (3%)



	Have you registered the microchip yet?



	Yes
	n/a
	
	3,965 (61%)
	3,100 (62%)
	
	



	No
	
	
	2,465 (38%)
	1,722 (35%)
	
	



	Other
	
	
	83 (1.3%)
	151 (3%)
	
	



	No response
	
	
	549
	426
	
	



	Have you found a trainer?



	Yes, app based
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	211 (6%)



	Yes, in person 1:1
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	423 (11%)



	Yes, in person group
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	317 (8%)



	No, still looking
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	1,029 (27%)



	No, don’t plan to do any formal training
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	Not asked
	1,857 (48%)



	No response about training
	
	
	
	
	
	322



	*Completed and Partial surveys for Day 1 are the same; there was a response to ‘Overall, how are things going with {animal name}?’ Partially completed surveys for Week1 and Month 1 also completed that question. Completed surveys for the latter two times had responded to the question ‘Has {animal name} had their first vet appointment?’





Dogs were significantly older at the time of survey than cats (Day 1: 12.9 mo. (0.1–229) (median (min–max) and 4.6 mo. (0.2–232); Week 1: 13.1 (0.3–191) and 4.7 (1.6–232); Month 1: 14.0 (1.1–195) and 5.4 (1.2–245) for dogs and cats, respectively). Between 52 and 36 shelters were represented for dogs or cats, respectively, for each time point. When asked how likely they were to recommend the shelter to a friend or family member, nearly all respondents reported a 9 or 10 (from 1 not at all likely to 10 extremely likely). When dog adopters were asked at the Month 1 survey about whether they had found a trainer, 48% responded that they were not planning on any formal training, and another 27% that they were still looking (Table 1).

‘Overall, how are things going with {animal name}?’

Across all time points and for both species, over 94% of all adopters gave a score of 4 or 5 (out of 5), indicating that the vast majority of adopters felt that things were going well overall. Among adopters who completed surveys at all three time points (3,213), nearly all animals with low initial scores improved by Week 1 or Month 1. For example, all 10 animals with the lowest score (1) on Day 1 improved to scores of 4 or 5. Of the 16 animals starting with a score of 2, only one remained at 1 or 2, while the rest improved (6 to a score of 3 and 9 to 4 or 5). Among 101 animals with a Day 1 score of 3, 3 dropped to 1 or 2, 11 stayed at 3, and the rest increased to 4 or 5. Among the 2,269 animals with the highest Day 1 score (5), a small number declined by Week 1 or Month 1 (2 to scores of 1 or 2, and 6 to a score of 3).

‘What went well with {animal name}?’

At each survey time, at least 70% of respondents reported that things were going as well as possible (Table 2). Adopters reported that the ‘introduction to existing pets’ for dogs and cats and ‘going for walks’ and ‘house training’ for dogs were not going as well as the other activities on Week 1 and Month 1.




Table 2.Responses to the question: What went well with {animal name}? (select all that apply) from a check list as reported by dog and cat adopters from the Petszel platform from U.S. animal shelters


	Variable
	Week 1
	Month 1



	Cat (total surveys = 6,763)
	Dog (total surveys = 5,169)
	Cat (total surveys = 5,038)
	Dog (total surveys = 3,956)





	What went well:
	Responses (N = 6,708)
	Responses (N = 5,135)
	Responses (N = 5,006)
	Responses (N = 3,925)



	Eating and drinking



	Yes
	6,333 (94%)
	4,685 (91%)
	4,820 (96%)
	3,714 (95%)



	Exploring new surroundings confidently



	Yes
	5,968 (89%)
	4,135 (81%)
	4,644 (93%)
	3,194 (81%)



	Introduction to family members



	Yes
	4,922 (73%)
	4,068 (79%)
	3,942 (79%)
	3,195 (81%)



	Introduction to existing pets



	Yes
	2,626 (39%)
	2,435 (47%)
	2,311 (46%)
	2,038 (52%)



	Litter box training
	
	n/a
	
	n/a



	Yes
	5,902 (88%)
	
	4,345 (87%)
	



	Appears generally relaxed and comfortable



	Yes
	5,746 (86%)
	4,298 (84%)
	4,491 (90%)
	3,377 (86%)



	Going for walks
	n/a
	
	n/a
	



	Yes
	
	3,509 (68%)
	
	2,819 (72%)



	Housetraining
	n/a
	
	n/a
	



	Yes
	
	3,194 (62%)
	
	2,509 (64%)



	Sleeping through the night
	n/a
	
	n/a
	



	Yes
	
	4,252 (83%)
	
	3,339 (85%)



	Bolded texts are less common positive responses.





‘Have you faced any challenges with {animal name}’s adjustment to your home?’

Overall, about 50% of cat adopters and 80% of dog adopters reported at least one challenge at Week 1 or Month 1 surveys (Table 3). Challenges reported by >10% of dog adopters were urinating and/or defecating in the home (32% both Week 1 and Month 1) followed by excessive ‘play biting’ (26 and 34%, Week 1 and Month 1, respectively), then ‘pulling on leash’ (22 and 28%, Week 1 and Month 1 respectively), ‘separation distress/anxiety’ (24% both Week 1 and Month 1), ‘destructive chewing/scratching’ (15 and 23%, Week 1 and Month 1, respectively), ‘fear/timidity/hiding’ (14% both Week 1 and Month 1) and lastly, ‘anxiety in specific situations’ (12 and 14%, Week 1 and Month 1, respectively). At the same time, for both dogs and cats >70% of adopters reported things with their pets were going the best they possibly could go.




Table 3.Responses to the question: ‘Have you faced any challenges with {animal name}’s adjustment to your home?’ by dog and cat adopters from a check list of options at Week 1 or Month 1 post adoption from the Petszel platform from U.S. animal shelters


	Variable
	Week 1 (N (%))
	Month 1 (N (%))



	Cat (total surveys = 6,763)
	Dog (total surveys = 5,169)
	Cat (total surveys = 5,038)
	Dog (total surveys = 3,956)



	Responses (N = 6,643)
	Responses (N = 5,071)
	Responses (N = 4,958)
	Responses (N = 3,878)





	Check list of challenges:



	Fear/ timidity/ hiding (timidity cats only)



	Yes
	1,263 (19%)
	687 (14%)
	689 (14%)
	530 (14%)



	Poor appetite



	Yes
	304 (5%)
	Not asked
	86 (2%)
	Not asked



	Destructive chewing/scratching (scratching cat only)



	Yes
	277 (4%)
	754 (15%)
	378 (8%)
	896 (22%)



	Urinating and/or defecating outside the litter box (cats) / in the house (dogs)



	Yes
	289 (4%)
	1,617 (32%)
	258 (5%)
	1,227 (32%)



	Aggression towards animals



	Yes
	131 (2%)
	270 (5%)
	118 (2%)
	247 (6%)



	Aggression towards people



	Yes
	111 (2%)
	124 (2%)
	96 (2%)
	141 (4%)



	Introduction to existing pets



	Yes
	649 (10%)
	367 (7%)
	422 (9%)
	266 (7%)



	Anxiety in specific situations (e.g. thunder, car riding)



	Yes
	548 (8%)
	602 (12%)
	443 (9%)
	528 (14%)



	Excessive meowing or barking/howling



	Yes
	380 (6%)
	227 (5%)
	258 (5%)
	282 (7%)



	Excessive energy



	Yes
	415 (6%)
	Not asked
	457 (9%)
	Not asked



	Food/resource guarding



	Yes
	Not asked
	258 (5%)
	Not asked
	198 (5%)



	Excessive ‘play biting’



	Yes
	Not asked
	1,323 (26%)
	Not asked
	1,313 (34%)



	Pulling on leash



	Yes
	Not asked
	1,128 (22%)
	Not asked
	1,091 (28%)



	Separation distress/anxiety



	Yes
	Not asked
	1,198 (24%)
	Not asked
	946 (24%)



	Bolded text are the most common challenges.





For cats, only ‘fear/timidity/hiding’ was reported by >10% of adopters (19 and 14%, Week 1 and Month 1, respectively).

‘Has {animal name} had their first vet appointment?’

Overall, at Week 1, 18% (1,152/6,355) of cats were reported to have had their first veterinary visit (Fig. 1a) with no response to this question for 707 adopters (11%). A total of 34% (2,159/6,355) of cat adopters had the visit scheduled, and 38% (2,410/6,355) planned to schedule it for that week. For dog adopters, 28% (1,352/4,897) had taken their dogs for a first visit with no response from 502 adopters (10%), the same percentage as cat adopters had it scheduled (34%, 1,666/4,897), and 31% (1,503/4,897) were planning to schedule that week (Fig. 1b).

Fig. 1.(a and b) Responses to the question about whether the adopted cat (1a) or dog (1b) had their first veterinary visit as reported by adopters across three time points from the Petszel platform from 112 U.S. animal shelters.

[image: JSMCAH-5-158-F1.jpg]

By Month 1, 56% (2,760/4,907) of cat adopters responding at that time period had taken their cat for the first visit (297 no response to this question). For dogs, 66% (2,552/3,847) had done so (312 non-responses).

For the subset of cats in which the owners responded to both the Week 1 and Month 1 surveys, 78% (721/922) went from ‘scheduled’ to ‘had first appointment’; 22% (186/860) of ‘planning to schedule this week’ changed to ‘scheduled’, and another 42% (360/860) changed to ‘had the first appointment’. For the subset of dogs with both Week 1 and Month 1 responses, 80% (563/700) went from ‘scheduled’ in Week 1 to ‘had first appointment’ in Month 1; 27% (160/604) from ‘planning to schedule this week’ in Week 1 to ‘scheduled’, and another 48% (282/604) to ‘had the first appointment’. Of the cat adopters who needed help finding a veterinarian at Week 1, by Month 1, 13% (13/97) had an appointment scheduled and 22% (21/97) had their pets’ first appointment. Similarly for dog adopters needing help, 9% (5/59) had a scheduled appointment and 27% (16/45) had already had their dogs’ first appointment. Overall, 1,602 of 2,496 (64%) cat adopters and 1,484 of 2,054 (72%) dog adopters had the first veterinary visit by the Month 1 survey. Scheduling and attending the first visit increased between Week 1 and Month 1 for both species.

‘Have you registered/updated {{animal name}} identification and/or registered the microchip?’

During the Week 1 survey only, adopters were asked if they had registered their pets’ microchip. A total of 61% of cat and 62% of dog adopters responded yes (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2.Percentage of dog or cat adopters who had registered or updated their pet’s microchip at the Week 1 survey on the Petszel platform including 112 U.S. animal shelters.

[image: JSMCAH-5-158-F2.jpg]

Discussion

With 13,217 responses for the Day 1 survey, 12,461 for Week 1, and 9,449 Month 1, this data set represents, to our knowledge, the largest post-adoption data set ever analysed. Across all time points, most respondents rated their experience highly. Over 90% selected a score of 4 or 5 out of 5 on the ‘Overall how are things going?’ question, and more than 86% gave the highest score when asked if they would recommend the shelter. This was true even though 50% of cat adopters and more than 78% of dog adopters reported at least one challenge at Week 1 or Month 1.

This disconnect between high satisfaction and frequent challenges has been reported in multiple previous studies5, 7–12 and may suggest the strong commitment adopters feel towards their pets and the recognition that a successful pet adoption requires time and adjustment. It also highlights the limitation of relying on general satisfaction as the sole indicator of post-adoption success. A household may be experiencing ongoing problems – some of which may indicate stress or reduced welfare for the pet2,17–19 – yet still report that ‘things are going well’ or ‘no challenges’. Follow-up that probes for specific issues is therefore critical.

Differences in challenges between dogs and cats

The nature and frequency of reported challenges differed substantially by species. Given that approximately 50% of cat adopters and more than 78% of dog adopters reported at least one challenge, there is likely a need for additional support beyond what the included shelters are currently offering. These findings mirror earlier work, showing that dog adopters are more likely than cat adopters to report behaviour concerns.8,9 Among dogs in the present study, the most common issues were house training, excessive play biting, leash pulling, and separation distress/anxiety. For cats, fewer challenges were reported overall; the most common was fear/timidity/hiding. Understanding these species-specific patterns can inform targeted support strategies for adopters and their pets.

It is interesting that there was a low prevalence of reports of aggression, be it food or other resource guarding, interspecies, fear related or otherwise. This does mirror findings from most studies examining prevalence of aggression in the home.20–22 Even though prevalence of aggression is not high, because the consequences can be severe, early recognition of potential aggression and intervention for potential challenges (through meaningful follow-up and support) can be impactful.

House training was among the top challenges for dog adopters, with 32% reporting issues with urination and/or defecation in home. Elimination challenges can cause strain to the bond and can increase risk of relinquishment.23 Pre-adoption counselling has been shown to decrease challenges in the home,24 and given the prevalence of issues, it is worthwhile for dogs at high risk for elimination challenges in home (e.g. puppies and adult dogs with opportunities to eliminate outside who still choose to eliminate in their kennels), to provide a short counsel and proactive follow-up to decrease risk. Further, for shelters with dog walking programmes, dogs can be taught elimination cues that can then be used by the adopter to help assure continuity and a familiar pattern for the dog to increase success.

The prevalence of litterbox issues was low (just 4% at Week 1 and 5% at Month 1). While there is little published literature on the prevalence of litterbox issues in U.S. owned cats, two studies outside of the U.S. found the prevalence to be between 17 and 19%.25,26 However, those surveys did not differentiate between occasional versus chronic litter box challenges. The low prevalence in this study could be due to a variety of reasons such as shelter decisions regarding adoptability, appropriate counselling at time of adoption to mitigate issues, access to information regarding successful litterbox use through the shelter or post adoption platform, adopters allowing cats to go outdoors, and others. While the incidence is low, litterbox issues are frequently cited by owners as reason for relinquishment.27,28 Therefore, early follow up, counsel, and recommendations to consult with a veterinarian when needed may help decrease risk of return.

Fear, socialisation, and environmental adjustment

Fear/timidity/hiding were the most reported challenges for cats. A total of 19% of cat adopters reported this challenge at Week 1 while this dropped to 14% at Month 1, suggesting that some of these cats were acclimating to their new environment. It is important to note that the majority of cat adopters did not report this as a concern. This could be because some adopters were counselled at the time of adoption about what to expect when they brought their new cat home and did not perceive the behaviour as fear but instead normal acclimation. This finding does highlight that cats enter shelters with a broad spectrum of socialisation to people, ranging from feral and fearful of people to socialised pets choosing the company of people.29 A similar proportion of canine adopters (14% at both time points) also reported fear/timidity/hiding as a concern. In addition, introduction to existing pets was reported as not going well by 10% of cat adopters and 9% of dog adopters. These interrelated issues suggest that many newly adopted pets require additional time and environmental management to acclimate successfully. Shelters could prepare adopters by providing guidance on gradual introductions, creating safe spaces, and recognising signs of stress during the adjustment period.

Destructive behaviours and age-related considerations

Destructive chewing/scratching in dogs and destructive scratching in cats represented common challenges, with notable patterns over time. For cats, destructive scratching was reported by fewer adopters but doubled between Week 1 and Month 1. For dogs, destructive chewing was very common and also increased over the same period. This temporal increase could represent an actual escalation in these normal behaviours as pets become more comfortable and active in their new homes, or it could reflect response bias, with adopters experiencing these issues being more likely to complete later surveys. The increase may also be due to behaviours that were tolerated and not seen as challenges early on, but over time became bothersome. The median age at adoption was young for both species – approximately 4.7 months for cats and around 1 year for dogs. Young animals are naturally more energetic and exploratory, which may contribute to higher rates of excessive play biting, destructive behaviours, and other activity-related challenges. Shelters and veterinarians could provide age-specific guidance on appropriate outlets for energy (such as interactive play, enrichment activities, and appropriate chew items or scratching posts), as well as information on developmental stages and when certain behaviours typically diminish with maturity.

Species-specific support recommendations

These findings highlight the value of species-specific support. For example, shelters could prepare dog adopters for common behaviours such as play biting and offer early resources on house training and enrichment. For cats, guidance on acclimation and environmental management could reduce the likelihood of these problems threatening the human–animal bond.30,31 Less common but important cat challenges included litter box issues and poor appetite. Litter box issues are often considered a strong risk to the bond and can be a behaviour without a live outcome opportunity for some shelters.28

Early veterinary engagement

For this survey, veterinary engagement was defined as an adopter scheduling or completing their first veterinary visit following adoption. Many respondents had scheduled or completed a first veterinary visit within the first month. By Month 1, 56% of cat adopters and 66% of dog adopters reported that the visit had occurred. Early establishment of a veterinary relationship is important not only for physical health but also for first line behaviour challenge identification. Because adopters may not spontaneously mention behaviour concerns if asked only ‘How is it going?’ veterinarians can play a role in identifying issues by asking specific, behaviour-focused questions during initial visits. Shelters could provide guidance and resources about commonly seen behaviour issues post-adoption to area veterinarians making it easier for veterinarians to connect adopters to the right resources. This proactive approach could improve welfare and strengthen the clinic–client relationship as well as improve shelter-veterinarian interactions.

Microchip registration

Although all participating shelters microchipped their animals, and all the shelter software programmes automatically registered microchips to the person completing the adoption agreement, it is recommended that adopters augment this initial contact information with back-up contact methods and additional people who can be reached if needed. More than one-third of adopters reported that they had not registered or updated their pet’s microchip information by the Week 1 survey. This may indicate that adopters were unaware of the need to update the information and points to an opportunity for more proactive engagement regarding microchip registration and information updates. It is likely that the degree to which shelters explained auto-registration and microchip updates to adopters differed across shelters; this variation could have influenced these results, but this dataset does not capture information on how the shelters may or may not have communicated on these topics. Since microchips only function as intended when contact information is current, failure to verify or update information could lead to a critical gap in lost-pet recovery. Previous work has shown that simply providing an ID tag or instructions is less effective than walking owners through the process or doing it for them.32,33 Shelters and veterinarians can improve compliance by incorporating microchip registration into the adoption or first-visit process – ideally with the adopter present and completing the update before leaving the shelter or clinic. While many shelter management software systems register microchips to the adopter automatically at the time of adoption using the adopter’s information, shelters should emphasise to the adopter the need to validate, add to, and update their information to ensure that the microchip serves its intended purpose.

Recommendations for shelter software and veterinary practice integration

The findings from this study suggest several concrete opportunities for shelter management software companies and veterinary practitioners to improve post-adoption outcomes. Firstly, shelter software systems could incorporate standardised microchip verification prompts that appear at adoption checkout, requiring staff to demonstrate the registration process with adopters present rather than relying on automatic background registration. Given that more than one-third of adopters reported not registering their microchip by Week 1 despite automatic registration through shelter software, a visual confirmation step could bridge this awareness gap.

Secondly, veterinary practice management software could incorporate adoption-specific intake protocols that prompt veterinarians to ask standardised, behaviour-focused questions during first visits. Since general satisfaction questions may mask underlying welfare concerns, veterinary teams could use brief, validated screening tools that probe for the most common species-specific challenges identified in this study – such as house training, excessive play biting, and separation distress/anxiety in dogs, or fear and litter box issues in cats. This approach would help identify problems early when intervention is most effective.

Thirdly, shelter software could flag adoptions of young dogs (under 18 months) or dogs exhibiting specific behaviours in the shelter to trigger automated recommendations for training resources. Integration between shelter management systems and local trainer directories could streamline these referrals. Similarly, for the 56% of cat adopters and 34% of dog adopters who had not yet completed their first veterinary visit by Month 1, automated reminders with direct scheduling links to local veterinary practices could improve engagement and establish crucial preventive care relationships.

Limitations

The questions asked were designed to gather information in a brief interaction to inform shelters about the post-adoption experience and potential challenges to provide support. This made analysis more challenging by introducing limitations from the available data. This study represents a subset of adopters from shelters that chose to use the Petszel platform. Nonetheless, the information is valuable for pet care providers. It also provides a dataset of unprecedented size, allowing for a unique window into the post-adoption experiences of adopters.

Participation was voluntary, and non-response bias is possible. To improve response rates, multiple contacts via email and text were used which may decrease bias.34 It is possible that there were invalid emails or cell phone numbers; however, this would be minimised due to the short time period post-adoption. There could still be some human error in recording these data.35 We were unable to collect data on bounces or similar non-response or adopter demographics which could influence response bias such as language (fielded only in English) or socioeconomic status. We considered adopted animals to be statistically independent for this analysis; that is likely only partially true as some adopters did complete surveys on more than one animal. It is also possible that some adopters at participating shelters elected not to be included in the platform.

However, non-response does not equate to non-response bias. Instead, non-response bias is due to a relationship between the likelihood of participation and the variable being studied.36 It seems plausible that difficulties in the initial email or text reaching adopters were not related to the topic of the survey – how things are going in the home. However, refusals, break offs, and item non-response could be related to the adoption experience, the adopted animal, or lack of ability to understand or provide an accurate response to the question with minimal burden due to respondent health, time constraints, or household characteristics.

A meta-analysis of the influence of non-response rates on bias showed that self-administered, specific population focused surveys on behaviour with salient topics, all of which apply here, had lower measures of bias.37 Recent research has shown that low response rates are common and yet may not lead automatically to less valid data.34,37,38 Instead, lower responses increase the potential for bias, but do not necessarily cause it or influence its magnitude. It is plausible that poor experiences with the shelter or adopted pet influenced rapport and subsequent decisions to respond to the survey and individual questions.35,39 We are not aware of any data indicating how these shelter or animal experiences influence response rates. Self-reporting bias, especially social desirability bias, could have been an issue if adopters wanted to support the shelter or please any potential future researchers.36 This could have made the positive responses more common. Responses did include a range of experiences, from highly satisfied adopters to those expressing dissatisfaction with the shelter, pet health, or unmet expectations despite negative experiences being much less common than positive ones. For these reasons, we chose to use a descriptive approach to help avoid over-interpretation of results.

The survey design could also lead to bias or inaccuracy. There were two lists of common aspects of post-adoption care and behaviour based on experience with animal shelters and adoptions, one for what was going well and one for what was a challenge. These lists served as prompts for responders to indicate if a response applied to them. Check lists lack contextual detail on frequency, severity, or adopter expectations which can influence perception and therefore responses.39,40 For challenges to have a yes response, the care or behaviour had to be both not going well and perceived to be a ‘challenge’ by the adopter responding to the survey. ‘Challenge’ could be defined in many ways by the adopter. To make the survey easier to complete and improve the ability to analyse responses (decrease instrument bias), future iterations could merge and clarify ‘what is going well’ and ‘challenges’ lists. Because surveys were designed for shelter feedback rather than research, some relevant topics – such as direct questions about pet health and returns to the shelter – were not assessed. This lack is a missed opportunity to learn about the health challenges adopters face and adoption success.

Conclusion

Most adopters were highly satisfied with their pets despite frequent reports of post adoption challenges, particularly in dogs. This suggests a savvy awareness on the part of adopters that pets require an adjustment period following adoption. By Month 1, more than half of adopters had completed their first veterinary visit. While the timing of this visit may depend on individual medical needs such as vaccination schedules or preventive medication, establishing a veterinary relationship early in the post-adoption period provides a foundation for ongoing care and behavioural support. Microchip registration showed similar patterns, with opportunities for improved adopter education and hands-on support. These findings suggest that simple ‘satisfaction’ questions may mask underlying issues and potential welfare concerns. Species-, and potentially age-specific counselling, proactive veterinary involvement, and hands-on, in shelter, microchip registration could strengthen the human-animal bond while supporting pet welfare.
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