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Austin, Texas 

From 15,000 deaths per year, to fewer than 500 
 

Austin Animal Center 2016 
• 96.4% raw save rate  
• 17,000 animals taken in 
• 8,000 adoptions 
• 2,500 pets sent to foster 

homes 
• 4,700 pets sent to rescue 

partners 
• 3,500 lost pets sent home 



Foster by the numbers at 
AAC

•  1,100 active foster families
•  3,000 pets go to foster 

each year
•  More than 50% are adopted 

directly from foster
•  500 adult dogs go to 

foster each year
•  AAC has one, full-time 

foster coordinator
•  Foster provide their own 

food and supplies 
•  Capacity doubled through 

foster



Part 1.  
The Behavioral Foster Study, 2013 to 2015



http://www.maddiesfund.org/innovative-fostering-saving-more-dogs-with-
behavioral-challenges.htm



Fairfax County, Virginia 
2012

•  Killing for space and time limits for adoption
•  ‘Pit bull’ adoption restrictions with 80% of ‘pit bull’ 

dogs killed
•  Killing dogs for common behavioral challenges
•  Dogs killed for ‘failing’ SAFER evaluation
•  25% overall death rate for dogs



How it all started 



 
Patty’s story 

 
 

 



Patty hated the shelter 

1.  Biting feet 
2.  Jumping on 

people and 
clinging to them 

3.  Barrier reactive 
4.  Barked at 

everything 
5.  Scary to walk 



Patty at home 



Dog with 
behavioral 
challenges 

No behavior staff 
or rescue 
placement 

options

Concerns from 
staff, volunteers, 

ACOs  

Declining 
behavior over 

time



The behavioral foster study 
•  52 dogs with behavioral 

challenges 
•  16 ‘regular’ foster families
•  Dogs in foster one week to 

one month
•  Three questions:

•  Would foster improve 
their behavior?

•  Could they eventually 
be adopted?

•  Could we do it safely? 
 
 





Outcomes of dogs in the study



How long did the dogs stay in 
foster? 



Hank’s Story



 
 
“Hank is a once-in-a-lifetime dog. We have such a connection. 
He's the best thing that's happened to me in the last 20 years. 
And he's so smart! When I tell him we're going on a walk, he 
goes and gets his leash.  He's not like a dog; he's like a human. 
I don't know what I'd do without this dog. He sleeps with his 

arms around me. And he snores so loudly!”  



What word did foster 
caregivers use more than any 
other to describe their dogs? 





Part 2. 
We don’t’ know what we don’t know - questioning 
our assumptions



Traditional foster programs
•  Focus primarily on 

young animals or pets 
recovering from illness 
or injury. 

•  Few resources 
dedicated to fostering

•  Only a few, select pets 
made available

•  Lengthy training and 
onboarding excludes 
potential fosters



Recognizing the stress of 
confinement



Foster is the solution
1. Cheap (or free)
2.  Safe for pets and 

people
3. Humane 
4.  Increases 

adoptions, 
decreases length 
of stay

5.  Builds capacity and 
engagement



Guy’s story



Guy in a foster home
“Likes the dogs. Wants to be 
petted all the time. Last night, 
we had about 15 people over. 
He’s been great with us, but I 
wasn’t sure how he would do 
with strangers. I expected him 
to stay in the bedroom all 
night, but to our surprise, he 
spent most of the evening 
walking from guest to guest, 
soliciting attention and sitting 
on their laps. He was the life of 
the party.” 



What is a ‘behavior’ animal? 
Known history of 
behavior?

Problematic shelter 
behavior



The teddy bear 
phenomenon



Part 3. 
Foster programs for adult dogs and cats



Power hour and field trip fostering 
(maybe the most important program)



The Longtimers Lunch Club  
(SPCA of Brazoria County)



Overnights and weekends



Long stay foster placement



Foster for fearful cats



Foster for dogs with known 
histories 



Fostering during space 
crises



Rehabilitative foster



Fospice



Volunteer-led foster 
programs



Part 4. 
Starting and running your adult pet foster program



1. Know your data
-what group has 
longest LOS?
-what pets at risk 
for behavior?
-What animals are 
being euthanized 
due to lack of 
space?



2. Get rid of barriers

What are your barriers 
to sending adult dogs 

and cats to foster 
homes? 

Are they internal or external?



Common barriers 
include:

•  Background checks
•  Home visits
•  Long waits
•  Training
•  Limiting the pets who 

can go to foster
•  Not letting fosters 

adopt
•  Too many rules
•  Time limits



3. Find your fosters 
everywhere!  



How to find 
fosters:
-Make all your 
volunteers fosters
-Power hours, field 
trips and lunch club
-On-the-spot 
processing
-Social media
-Talk to trainers



4. Make it easy to foster



5. Be honest, open and 
transparent



6. Create a pro-foster culture





7. Commit to marketing and 
counseling as separate processes

Dalton is an energetic young 
dog with a heart of gold who 
has really cute ears! He has 
‘happy tail’ which means his 
tail is bleeding because he 
wags it so hard in the kennel! 
He loves people and loves to 
play but he’s becoming 
barrier reactive in the shelter. 
Dalton has a skin problem 
but it can be managed with a 
special diet! Dalton is looking 
for a family with no small 
children and may do okay 
with another dog with a slow 
introduction. 



Dalton marketed via foster



A recap of the seven guidelines…
1. Know your data
2. Get rid of barriers (most important!)
3.  Find your fosters everywhere
4. Make it easy to foster
5.  Be honest, open and transparent
6. Create a pro-foster culture
7. Commit to both marketing and 

counseling for fosters but keep them 
separate



If you only remember one 
thing…  


