
419

© 2021 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare 
The Old School, Brewhouse Hill, Wheathampstead, 
Hertfordshire AL4 8AN, UK 
www.ufaw.org.uk

Animal Welfare 2021, 30: 419-430 
ISSN 0962-7286 

doi:  10.7120/09627286.30.4.005

Shelter and rescue programmes associated with higher live release and 
lower return rates for dogs

LA Reese

Urban and Regional Planning and Global Urban Studies, Michigan State University, Human Ecology Building, 552 W Circle Drive, Room 
208A, East Lansing, MI 48824, USA; email: reesela@msu.edu 

Abstract

Typically, animal shelters and rescues are judged on their live release rates. This research explores the relative impact that shelter traits and 
programmes have on positive outcomes for dogs. Using a survey of 370 animal shelters and rescues across the US, it concludes that 
eschewing the use of breed labels for all dogs that do not appear to be pure-bred, having a robust foster programme, and using a matching 
programme are correlated with higher live release and lower return rates. Resources are not wholly determinative of success — it is the 
programmes shelters and rescues implement, not simply their human and financial resources — that are associated with positive outcomes. 
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Introduction 
There are many reasons for companion animals arriving at 
shelters and rescues: owner relinquishment, because they are 
lost or are otherwise stray, are born there, because they have 
been transferred from another shelter, or as part of a cruelty 
case. Due to economic stress on the parts of their owners 
some animals are simply abandoned on the streets or in 
derelict and abandoned buildings (Reese et al 2020). Owner 
relinquishment is a primary source of animals in shelters 
(Stavisky et al 2012); an average of 324,500 animals are 
relinquished to animal shelters in the US yearly by their 
guardians due to family disruption (divorce, death), foreclo-
sure, economic problems, or minor behavioural issues. 
Animal shelters and rescues are typically judged on their 
live release rates, ie the percentage of non-human animals 
that leave the organisation alive, either through being 
returned to their owners, adopted into a new home, or trans-
ferred to another shelter or rescue. Yet research on the types 
of programmes associated with higher live release rates and 
other positive outcomes tends to be fragmented, often 
limited to looking at single programmes in a small number 
of shelters. This leaves shelter managers and staff with little 
readily accessible guidance regarding programmes and 
policies that might lead to greater success (Reese 2018).  
Live release of animals from shelters via adoption is a clear 
animal welfare goal. However, since there are only an 
estimated 13,600 community animal shelters in the US, 
euthanasia due to overcrowding is common; estimates of 
animals euthanased in shelters annually vary widely from four 
to 17 million (Bartlett et al 2005; American Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals [ASPCA] 2015). On the 
other hand, data indicate that euthanasia rates in US shelters 
have dropped consistently between 2016 and 2019 (from 9.2 to 
6.9%) with a concomitant steady increase in adoption rates 
(from 52.4 to 53.5%) (Shelter Animals Count 2019). 
Understanding the programmes, policies, and assets of animal 
shelters and rescues that are likely to promote live release is 
critical to improving organisational practices and in enhancing 
the overall welfare of homeless companion animals. What goes 
on within shelters can drastically improve or hinder the 
chances of an animal having a live release (Reese 2018). 
This research explores the relative impact that shelter traits 
(budgets, human resources, open versus limited intake) and four 
specific programmes/policies (breed labels and transfer, 
matching, and foster programmes) have on positive outcomes 
for dogs. These programmes were selected for study because 
they were target areas of concern for the funder. Additionally, 
extant research with a more limited sample suggested that these 
programmes could foster live release (Reese 2018). 
The research weighs the relative impact of fixed attributes 
that are difficult to change (organisation traits) and more 
malleable variables such as internal programmes and 
policies, for a large number of animal welfare organisations 
across the US. It assesses the relationship between 
programmes such as transferring dogs from over-capacity 
shelters with low demand to areas with higher demand, 
foster care, removing breed labels, and careful matching of 
dogs to adopters and more positive animal welfare outcomes 
in terms of higher live release and lower return rates.   
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