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Introduction
There is public concern that 
overpopulation of dogs in 
the US results in high rates 
of euthanasia, yet debate 
exists as to whether an 
overpopulation problem 
exists. Pet overpopulation 
can be defined as a surplus 
when compared to demand 
for ownership by people 
(Fennell, 1999). The term 
“overpopulation” in refer-
ence to dogs and cats was 
first used in the US in humane association newsletters 
in the 1940s, following population movement from 
rural areas to cities and suburbs (Moulton et al., 1991). 
Societal shifts in the role of dogs in the household — 
from working animals to companions — and improve-
ments in companion animal medicine and nutrition led 
to increases in companion animal reproduction as well 
as longevity. Consequently, the pet population became 
an active topic of discussion, study, and policy in the 
1970s (Clancy & Rowan, 2003). Today, management of 
the pet population is of even greater concern. Signifi-
cant financial and emotional resources are invested. The 
objective of this paper is to summarize the history of the 
concept of pet overpopulation, evaluate the approaches 
used to manage the pet dog population, and provide a 
basis for examining the concerns that have emerged  
due to widespread acceptance of the idea of pet over-
population.

Pet overpopulation or    
unwanted pets?
The framing of the unwanted pet problem as an over-
population problem in the US became evident by the 

early 1970s. In 1973, an 
estimated 13 million 
animals entered shelters 
(HSUS, 2016). Not 
surprisingly, this led to 
perceptions of a correla-
tion between high pet 
production numbers and 
high euthanasia rates. A 
study focusing on the 
dynamics of the dog and 
cat populations in two 
California counties 

characterized the problem of millions of dogs in shelters 
as a problem of puppy retention, noting that 35% of 
puppies that had been adopted into homes were no 
longer there at 1 year of age (Schneider, 1975). Three 
factors associated with relinquishment of dogs to 
shelters were identified: oversupply of dogs, lack of 
desire for or satisfaction with an owned pet (which 
would now be characterized as a broken human-animal 
bond), and a lack of responsibility by owners, particu-
larly in terms of controlling breeding behaviors (Schnei-
der, 1975). The first and third factors resulted in a push 
for reproductive control of companion animals through 
mandatory spay-neuter legislation (Schneider, 1975), an 
approach that is still promoted by many shelter manag-
ers and veterinarians.
The 1990s saw the formation of organizations such as 
the National Council on Pet Population Study and 
Policy (Zawistowski et al., 1998) and an increased focus 
on improving information collected from shelters. A 
study on pet relinquishment to animal shelters conduct-
ed between 1995 and 1996 at 12 animal shelters in four 
regions of the US indicated that only 9% of dogs taken 
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in at these shelters were less than 5 months old; almost 
half were between 5 months and 3 years of age, and 
about 37% were older than 3 years. More intact dogs 
were relinquished than spayed or neutered dogs (54.7% 
as compared to 42.8%) (Salman et al., 1998). In con-
trast, a separate study focusing on a region served by a 
single shelter found the risk of relinquishment to be 
greatest for dogs less than 6 months of age (Patronek et 
al., 1996). However, dogs that were brought into the 
household at 1 to 2 years of age were at greater risk of 
relinquishment than those brought in as puppies 
(Patronek et al., 1996). These numbers suggest that at 
the time these studies were performed, the number of 
dogs in shelters reflected weak or unhealthy human-
animal bonds that favored pet relinquishment over 
retention, not overproduction of puppies. However, 
operating from the (noncomprehensive) premise that 
the solution to the problem was too many pet animals 
being produced, policy efforts had shifted almost 
entirely to controlling pet reproduction. 

Has reproductive control effectively 
reduced euthanasia rates?
Mandatory spay-neuter laws for pet owners have been 
enacted by several urban centers, including Los Angeles 
County; Dallas, Texas; and Las Vegas, Nevada. Thirty 
states require sterilization or a commitment to sterilize 
for adoption of a shelter or rescue animal (AVMA, 
2013).  According to recent estimates, about half of the 
6 million to 8 million companion animals that enter 
shelters each year are dogs (HSUS, 2016; ASPCA, 
2016). Actual numbers may vary depending upon 
which shelters are surveyed (Clancy & Rowan, 2003). 
Nevertheless, because this is a significant drop from the 
1970s — assuming that shelter population estimates 
then were accurate — control of pet reproduction has 
obviously contributed to reducing the shelter pet 
population. An examination of trends over time, 
though, has indicated that there was a sharp drop in the 
number of animals surrendered to shelters in the 1970s, 
stabilization in the 1980s and 1990s, and a second 
decrease beginning in the 2000s (Clancy & Rowan, 
2003). Since the initial push toward sterilization oc-
curred in the 1970s, the more recent decrease indicates 
that factors besides sterilization have contributed to the 
reduced numbers of unwanted dogs that become 

candidates for euthanasia. It is possible that the recent 
change in many people’s views of dogs as family mem-
bers, rather than just pets, may have decreased willing-
ness of owners to relinquish them to shelters. People 
have described dogs as family members and friends since 
at least the 1980s (Cain, 1983; Stallones et al., 1988). 
Some may, as a result, have been re-homed to friends 
and family. Increased access to animal care professionals, 
particularly those with expertise in preventing and 
managing dog behavior problems that are among the 
most common reasons for relinquishment may have also 
increased retention of dogs by their owners. 
Evidence that reproductive management alone does not 
fully address the problem of high euthanasia rates can 
be found in the fact that despite the push to spay and 
neuter dogs, an estimated 1.2 million of the dogs 
entering shelters are euthanized annually (ASPCA, 
2016). Complicating the issue, this number is not 
distributed evenly across the country. It is currently 
unclear whether regional variation in the percentage of 
shelter dogs euthanized is related to variability in the 
income of owners, variability in the educational level of 
owners, other societal factors or some combination of 
all of these factors. Because of the likelihood that any of 
these elements separately or collectively could contrib-
ute to the problem of unwanted dogs, effective manage-
ment of dog populations requires further investigation 
of regional and local factors that contribute to broken 
bonds between people and their dogs.  
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Conclusion
Management of dog populations has been a concern for 
decades because of the welfare implications associated 
with surrendering, abandoning and euthanizing large 
numbers of dogs. However, there has been a persistent 
subtext that suggests that high euthanasia rates are a 
direct reflection of high reproductive rates, leading to 
the incomplete answer of mandatory spay/neuter as a 
solution. While promotion of sterilization surgery has 
undoubtedly contributed to decreases in the numbers of 
companion animals entering shelters, failure to retain 
puppies and juvenile dogs within a household as they 
grow to adulthood contributes to euthanasia rates. Yet 
that issue has yet to be adequately discussed, much less 
addressed. Factors contributing to the relinquishment 
and euthanasia of dogs deserve attention equal to what 
has been given to reproductive control. Research, 
management and legislative efforts are needed at region-
al and local levels as variation in management challenges 
and successes occurs within as well as between commu-
nities. At the national level, the need to build and 
protect the human-animal bond must be addressed in 
order to balance the welfare of dogs with people’s desire 
for them as companions. Development of effective 
methods for addressing both requires re-evaluation in 
the context of the United States of the 21st century.  

References
American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals (ASPCA), 2016: Shelter intake and surren-
der. https://www.aspca.org/animal-homelessness/
shelter-intake-and-surrender/pet-statistics. Accessed 
28 January 2016.

American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), 
2013: Mandatory spay/neuter laws. https://www.
avma.org/Advocacy/StateAndLocal/Pages/sr-spay-
neuter-laws.aspx, accessed 26 February 2016.

Cain, A. 1983: A study of pets in the family system. In: 
A. Katcher and A. Beck (eds.), New Perspectives on 
Our Lives with Companion Animals. Philadelphia: 
University of Philadelphia Press, 72–81.

Clancy, E. A. and A. N. Rowan, 2003: Companion 
animal demographics in the United States: A histori-
cal perspective. In: D. J. Salem and A. N. Rowan 
(eds.), The State of the Animals II: 2003. Washington, 
DC: Humane Society Press, 9-26.

Fennell, L. A., 1999: Beyond overpopulation: A com-
ment on Zawistowski et al. and Salman et al. Journal 
of Applied Animal Welfare Science, 2, 217-228.

Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), 2016: 
Pets by the numbers. http://www.humanesociety.org/
issues/pet_overpopulation/facts/pet_ownership_statis-
tics.html. Accessed 28 January 2016.

Moulton, C., P. Wright and K. Rindy, 1991: The role of 
animal shelters in controlling pet overpopulation. 
JAVMA, 198, 1172-1176.

Patronek, G. J., L. T. Glickman, A. M. Beck, G. P. 
McCabe and C. Ecker, 1996: Risk factors for relin-
quishment of dogs to an animal shelter. Journal of the 
American Veterinary Medical Association, 209, 572-
581.

Salman, M. D., J. G. New, Jr., J. M. Scarlett, P. H. 
Kass, R. Ruch-Gallie and S. Hetts, 1998: Human and 
animal factors related to the relinquishment of dogs 
and cats in 12 selected animal shelters in the United 
States. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, 1, 
207-226.

Schneider, R., 1975: Observations on overpopulation of 
dogs and cats. JAVMA, 167, 281-284.

Stallones, L., Marx, M., Garrity, T. and Johnson, T., 
1988: Attachment to companion animals among 
older pet owners. Anthrozoös 2, 118–124.

Zawistowski, S., J. Morris, M. D. Salman and R. 
Ruch-Gallie, 1998: Population dynamics, overpopula-
tion and the welfare of companion animals: New 
insights on old and new data. Journal of Applied 
Animal Welfare Science, 1, 193-206.

https://www.aspca.org/animal-homelessness/shelter-intake-and-surrender/pet-statistics
https://www.aspca.org/animal-homelessness/shelter-intake-and-surrender/pet-statistics
https://www.avma.org/Advocacy/StateAndLocal/Pages/sr-spay-neuter-laws.aspx
https://www.avma.org/Advocacy/StateAndLocal/Pages/sr-spay-neuter-laws.aspx
https://www.avma.org/Advocacy/StateAndLocal/Pages/sr-spay-neuter-laws.aspx
http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/pet_overpopulation/facts/pet_ownership_statistics.html
http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/pet_overpopulation/facts/pet_ownership_statistics.html
http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/pet_overpopulation/facts/pet_ownership_statistics.html

