
 

Animals in Shelters Focus Feature 
Despite an increase in research on animal sheltering, that research too often does not 
make it into the hands of animal welfare professionals who do not have access to 
journals or the time to read scholarly articles. The Animals & Society Institute is 
addressing this important gap by producing user-friendly summaries of studies that 
animal welfare professionals can use to improve policy and practice. Each summary 
includes the research question, sample, methodology, findings, limitations, and key 
takeaways. Here is an abbreviated version of a recent review of an article on traits that 
affect dogs’ length of stay in two shelters1.  

Research question: What effects do physical characteristics of age, sex, size, breed 
group, and coat color have on the length of stay (LOS) in two no kill shelters: 
Tompkins County Society for the Prevention of Cruelty of Animals (TCSPCA) and 
Humane Society of Yale County (HSYC). 

Sample: 1,063 dogs and puppies adopted between January 2008 and May 2011 from 
TCSPCA. 203 dogs and puppies adopted between January 2008 and February 2010 
from HSYC. The sample of 1,266 was divided into categories based on age, size, 
breed groupings, and coat color. 

Methodology: LOS was compared by age, breed group, primary color and shade as 
well as interaction of breed group with sex, primary coat color and shade, and refined 
age categories (i.e., puppies less than 6 months, puppies 6-12 months, and dogs 12 
months and older).  

Findings: LOS for puppies was significantly shorter than the LOS of adult dogs. 
LOS increased an average of one extra day per year of life. The LOS of puppies was 
not dependent on size or sex. LOS did, however, differ by breed. Giant breeds stayed 
on average half the length of time as “guard” breeds, which had the longest LOS. 
“Fighting” breeds had a significantly short LOS. Smaller dogs’ LOS was shorter than 
larger sized dogs. Coat color and coat shade did not affect LOS. 

 

 

                                                            
1 Brown, W. P., Davidson, J. P., & Zuefle, M. E. (2013). Effects of phenotypic characteristics on the length of stay 
of dogs at two no kill animal shelters. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, 16(1). 



Key Takeaways:  

• In traditional shelters, the breed type, sex, and coat color and shade are often 
factors in deciding which dogs will be euthanized first. None of these traits 
impacted LOS in the current study.  

• Surprisingly, “fighting” breeds’ LOS in this study was relatively short, in 
contrast to other  studies that found “fighting” breeds to be the least likely to 
be adopted. 

• Local and regional variations likely affect dogs’ LOS. Additional work is needed 
to better understand the preferred traits adopters are looking for when they 
come to a shelter. This information could be used to inform decisions about 
which dogs might need additional support (e.g., publicity, outreach) in order to 
be successfully adopted.   
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