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Background
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In early 2016 a Thought Leadership Team was convened to recommend where the animal welfare 
industry could make the greatest impact towards a no-kill nation.

A social / behavior change route was explored, with the objective of making adoption a social norm –
the only, or at least highly preferred, place for acquiring a pet. However, after reviewing a wide range 
of existing research available, we found that social change wouldn’t provide the biggest impact. Most 
people are very favorable toward adoption, and even cite it as their preferred option. The problem 
was that behavior wasn’t following interest/intent.

The biggest issue was converting those people interested in adoption into actual adopters.  While 
there were several studies that touched on some of the high-level barriers, data wasn’t available to 
really understand them, their scale, or how to overcome them.

As a result, we set out to do a two-part research study to understand the pet acquisition process, 
existing barriers (real or perceived) to adoption, and assess potential solutions to overcome those 
barriers. A qualitative study was conducted in July 2016 to inform a follow-up quantitative study 
conducted in October 2016. The following presentation contains the results of the research initiatives.



Current State of Pet Adoption

3

85% say they would 

consider adopting their 
next pet cat or dog

66% say adoption is 

their most likely option 
when getting a new pet

40% adopted their 

most recent pet cat or dog

While adoption is an option 
among many, it is not always 
their top option and it does not 
reflect their actual decision 
when getting their new pet.

Our opportunity is to 
help those interested in 
adoption navigate the 
process and actually to 
adopt a new pet!

Source:  2014 BFAS Brand Awareness Study



Adoption Research

In order to assist the organization/industry in closing the gap between adoption 
interest and adoption behavior, we partnered with M&RR to conduct a research study.
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Determine what 

opportunities exist among 

pet owners to shift 

perceptions about pet 

adoption or remove any 

barriers currently 

preventing those interested 

in adopting from actually 

adopting

Provide a clear 

understanding of the 

key barriers to pet 

adoption, what 

triggers convinced 

adopters to follow 

through with that 

method

Understand Adoption Barriers 
(real or perceived)

Assess Potential Opportunities 
to Remove Barriers 



Methodology & Audience
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An online survey was conducted among people who have purchased or adopted a pet 
dog or cat in the past year ( we wanted the experience to be fresh in their minds).



Highlights At A Glance
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Online 
important

Research 
Process

Pet 
Considerations

Acquisition 
Option 

Perceptions

Acquisition Option Experiences

Make 
Adoption Easy 

& Remove 
Uncertainty

Good health, friendly / 
compatible with animals 

& children, mild / calm 
temperament.

Characteristics > Breed 
(though breed & age still 
important to purchasers)

Positive 
perceptions of 

rescues and 
shelters, even 

among 
purchasers.

Start to experience problems here with 
adoption – paperwork, rejections, 

intrusive, overcrowded, uncertainty 
around pet background & health
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Research Findings:

Executive Summary



Acquiring a Pet: Research Process
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Snapshot of Adopters vs. Purchasers
(Based on respondents for this study. Not intended to be an adopter / purchaser profile.)
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• Dogs more likely to be purchased
• Purchasers spend more time researching
• Purchasers expect to spend more on their pet
• Purchasers are looking for younger pets
• Purchasers are more likely to get a purebred pet
• Adopted pets are more likely to be spay/neutered
• Adopters are more likely to use the place again.



Pet Considerations
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Overall, characteristics outweigh breed. While breed is important to purchasers and 
dog owners, health, compatibility, and temperament are the most important traits.



Rescue & Shelter Perceptions
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Rescue & Shelter Experience
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Acquisition Motivators
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Motivated to 
rescue an 
animal.



Acquisition Motivators
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Overall Experience with Location
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Barriers to Adoption from Purchasers
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Shelter Death Awareness
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Two-thirds of pet owners say the kill rate is higher than they thought it was. Among 
both adopters and purchasers, learning the actual kill rate increases their likelihood to 
adopt from a rescue or shelter in the future.

“It’s estimated 

that every day

in the United 

States 9,000 

dogs and cats 

are killed in 

shelters simply 

because they 

don’t have a 

safe place to call 

home.”



Highest Rated Potential Improvements
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A variety of potential solutions to overcome adoption barriers were presented to survey participants. The potential solutions
were developed based on previous qualitative research, input from BFAS staff, and solutions currently being considered.

Note: top features were consistent across generations!



Online Search Features Preferred

19Note: top features were consistent across generations!



Average Rated Potential Improvements
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Below Average Potential Improvements
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Potential Improvements
Recap
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Note: Top & bottom rated features were consistent across generations!

Ease & Uncertainty

Uncertainty

Ease

Ease

Uncertainty

Ease & Uncertainty

The top 6 opportunities all address making adoption easier and removing uncertainty:



Attachments
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Respondent Profile
(Note: Remember these were people who acquired a pet in past year & considered multiple sources)
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Pet Owner Snapshot 
(Note: Based only on those in our study…acquired pet in past 12 months and considered multiple sources)

25
Note of caution: The objective of the study was 
not to obtain a profile of adopters vs. purchasers. 



Generation Snapshot 
(Note: Based only on those in our study…acquired pet in past 12 months and considered multiple sources)
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Millennials are more 
likely to consider all 
options (except animal 
control / shelter / 
pound) than any other 
generations.

TOTAL
Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X (35 to 

51)

Boomers (52 

to 70)

ADOPTED [NET] 61.3 66.5 58.2 54.3

Animal rescue but not during a visit to a pet 

supply store (e.g., Petco or PetSmart)

18.6 17.7 17.4 23.8

Animal rescue while visiting a pet supply 

store (e.g., Petco or PetSmart)

16.6 18.8 15.6 13.4

Animal Control / Shelter / City Pound 26.0 30.1 25.1 17.1

PURCHASED [NET] 38.7 33.5 41.8 45.7

Individual advertising a (dog / cat) for sale 15.2 13.5 17.8 13.7

Breeder 14.7 11.5 13.8 25.1

Pet store 8.9 8.5 10.2 6.9

TOTAL
Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X (35 to 

51)

Boomers (52 

to 70)

ADOPTED [NET] 86.7 85.0 86.4 91.3

Animal rescue but not during a visit to a pet 

supply store (e.g., Petco or PetSmart)

46.3 49.1 43.7 45.2

Animal rescue while visiting a pet supply 

store (e.g., Petco or PetSmart)

45.7 49.0 44.3 40.3

Animal Control / Shelter / City Pound 54.8 51.9 56.3 59.0

PURCHASED [NET] 78.9 82.4 78.2 71.3

Pet store 40.7 47.1 38.3 29.4

Individual advertising a (dog / cat) for sale 37.0 40.5 36.0 30.3

Breeder 32.3 36.2 28.4 31.0

Seriously considered…

Where obtained…

Millennials are more 
likely to have adopted 
the pet they acquired 
in the past 12 months.



Max/Diff Process for Opportunity Analysis
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Max/Diff Process for Opportunity Analysis
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Opportunity Assessments
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Opportunity Score Pros Cons

Ability to spend time with 
animal in a private area at 
the facility 

A critical step in getting to know a pet, 
determining if it will fit into one’s household, 
and starting to bond

The only negatives are with people who think it 
may not be enough time to fully see a pets 
personality

Standardized behavioral / 
medical checklist with key 
information

Necessary information for people deciding if a 
pet is right for them and if they are capable of 
meeting its needs

Doubts exist about the accuracy of the 
information provided, whether or not it is 
verifiable, and the credentials of the person / 
people conducting the assessments

Ability to take pet home 
the same day 

Once someone finds the pet they want, they 
don’t want to wait, this also eliminates the 
concern of someone else choosing “their” pet 
or someone else being chosen for “their” pet 
over them

High potential for rash decisions, might 
increase the number of “returns”, and since the 
adoption process can be lengthy and involves 
much paperwork, will it require the whole day?

Database of available pets 
with all their information

Saves time and effort when able to see what 
animals are available prior to making an in-
person visit

Those with experience on Petfinder and other 
sites have learned that the information is often 
not up-to-date, accurate, and can be 
misleading and/or overwhelming

Access to a veterinarian to 
discuss animal's health 

Provides peace of mind over an animal’s 
health, and if not healthy, allows a potential 
owner to make a decision about whether its 
needs are too much to handle, or not

Cost and staffing / availability

Above Average Appeal                           Average Appeal                              Below Average Appeal 



Opportunity Assessments, cont.
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Opportunity Score Pros Cons

Trial adoption period with 
animal before committing 
to adoption 

This feature offers a nice “back-up” for those 
considering a pet but may have some reservations, it 
offers reassurance they will end up with a compatible 
pet that gets along with all members of the household

The only negatives are feelings for the 
pet and any children who may grow 
attached during the trial period

Person / Service to match 
pets to needs / lifestyle / 
preferences

Appealing for the personalized service and help / 
information it offers

There is a desire for more information 
about the process – who is doing the 
matching, there is still a need for in-
person interaction, and are they just 
trying to get rid of the most urgent 
cases?

Adoption event in a large 
park with pets available 
for adoption

Seems like a fun, accessible way to interact with a large 
number / variety of pets

The strange, unfamiliar environment 
may not be the best to gauge a pets’ 
normal behavior

Online tools to match pets 
with needs / lifestyle / 
preferences 

A benefit for anyone looking for help in researching, 
narrowing down, and finding the right pet

May be too limiting and impersonal, 
concerns exist over how accurate and 
up-to-date the online information is

Ability to complete 
paperwork online before 
arriving at facility 

This feature is considered a time saver and more 
convenient option to those who want to speed up the 
process of acquiring a new pet and knowing whether 
or not they will be approved

Those with concerns about this feature 
prefer an in-person approach and 
worry about online security



Opportunity Assessments, cont.
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Opportunity Score Pros Cons

Access to an animal 
trainer through an animal 
rescue 

Most helpful for animals in shelters / 
rescues who have had no prior training and 
for owners who are adopting / purchasing a 
pet for the first time

Cost, availability, and trainer qualifications are 
questions that pet owners have about this service

Online source that can 
find specific breeds 
available for adoption 

*
Opens doors and possibilities for finding 
pets that otherwise could be missed

The accuracy of the information is a main concern 
(who is verifying the breeds, how up-to-date is the 
database, and is it reliable information)

1 month of 
complimentary pet 
insurance

A big benefit for those who have 
experienced high vet bills shortly after 
adoption in the past and for those worried 
about the unknown risks of acquiring a new 
pet

1-month is not considered a long enough time 
period to be of real value, what does the insurance 
specifically cover, and not of significant value to 
those who plan to buy insurance anyway

Transportation services 
from anywhere in the U.S. 

Appeals to those in areas lacking a large 
selection and is recognized for the upside it 
holds for the animals

Concerns seem to outweigh the pros and include –
no time to spend with the animal before transport, 
what happens if the match doesn’t work, and how 
can you be guaranteed it is the right animal that 
was requested

Concierge pre-selects 4 
pets to choose from 
based on top criteria 

Makes the process of choosing a pet less 
overwhelming and easier

Limits the animals a person can see, increases the 
chance of “missing out on the perfect pet”

* Higher among purchasers.



Generational View: Opportunities
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TOTAL
Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X 

(35 to 51)

Boomers 

(52 to 70)

Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X 

(35 to 51)

Boomers 

(52 to 70)

Ability to spend time w ith animal in a private area at the facility 188 190 180 200 1 2 2
Standardized behavioral / medical checklist w ith key information 

(e.g., age, vaccinations, medications, spay / neuter status, 

behavioral assessment)

186 184 181 203

2 1 1
Ability to take pet home the same day 146 143 153 139 3 3 4
Ability to search a comprehensive database of available pets for 

adoption w ith all of their information

135 128 135 151
5 4 3

Access to a veterinarian to discuss animal's health 130 132 130 128 4 5 6
Trial adoption period w ith animal before committing to adoption 119 113 119 132 6 6 5

Person / Service to match you w ith pets that f it your needs / 

lifestyle / preferences

84 86 86 76
7 7 9

Adoption event / fair in a large park featuring pets that are available 

for adoption

80 82 74 87
8 10 7

Online tools to match you w ith pets that f it your needs / lifestyle / 

preferences

79 77 81 80
9 8 8

Ability to complete paperw ork online before arriving at facility 71 69 75 68 11 9 11
Access to an animal trainer through an animal rescue 71 76 72 55 10 11 12
Online source that can find specif ic breeds available for adoption 67 62 70 74 13 12 10
1 month of complimentary pet insurance 56 65 54 40 12 13 14
Transportation service that w ill bring any pet to you from anyw here 

in the U.S.

52 55 52 41
14 14 13

Concierge service that pre-selects 4 pets for you to choose from 

based on your top criteria

36 38 39 25
15 15 15

Ranking



Generational View: Search Features
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TOTAL
Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X 

(35 to 51)

Boomers 

(52 to 70)

Millennials 

(18 to 34)

Gen X 

(35 to 51)

Boomers 

(52 to 70)

Friendly / Compatible with other animals 82.2 81.5 82.7 83.0 1 1 1

Friendly / Compatible with children 78.2 76.3 82.5 74.0 2 2 5

Medical records / Confirmation of care from a vet 73.0 69.6 73.5 80.7 4 3 2

Health Status: Only search animals that are in good health 72.1 70.2 72.5 76.1 3 4 3

Temperament: Only search animals that are energetic or 

have a calm / mild temperament

68.9 65.9 69.9 74.5
5 5 4

Age: Search pets within a specified age range 62.1 60.5 60.4 70.3 7 7 6

By Size 59.3 52.7 62.5 69.3 9 6 7

Distance: Search pets within a specified radius from my 

home

58.2 60.7 54.5 60.1
6 9 9

Where the pet is currently located (shelter, rescue, foster 

home, etc.)

58.0 54.8 60.3 61.5
8 8 8

Prior environment: Search animals rescued from an abusive 

environment or only search animals NOT rescued from an 

abusive environment

50.1 48.3 50.5 54.2

12 10 12

Housebroken: Only search animals that are housebroken 49.1 50.4 50.1 43.5 10 11 14

Gender: Choose to search just among male or female pets 48.7 49.2 44.6 56.3 11 12 10

Coat type (long, short, etc.) 44.9 41.1 44.1 56.2 13 13 11

By Breed: Only search preferred breeds 39.1 36.6 38.6 46.7 16 15 13

Time in rescue / shelter 38.2 36.8 39.8 38.5 15 14 15

Hypoallergenic / Minimal shedding 37.5 37.7 38.2 35.1 14 16 16

Purebreds: Only search for purebreds 25.2 24.0 24.7 29.7 18 17 17

Mixed breeds: Only search for mixed breeds 24.6 23.1 24.0 29.6 19 18 18

Transportation options: To deliver my pet to my home 24.4 28.0 23.0 17.8 17 19 19

AVERAGE 52.3 50.9 52.5 55.6

Ranking
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