FOSTERING 101:

RESCUE: It’s not just a verb, it’s a PROMISE!
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FOSTERING 101:

Why Foster A Dog and
What Does It Involve?
The following was
originally published on
the Petfinder Blog.
By Jane Harrell
What does fostering a dog involve?
When you foster, you agree to take a homeless dog/cat into your home and give him or her love, care
and attention, either for a predetermined period of time or until the dog/cat is adopted.
Why do adoption groups need foster homes?
There are many reasons a dog might need foster care. Some of the most common include:
•
•
•
•
•

A rescue group doesn’t have a physical shelter and depends on foster homes to care for dogs
until suitable homes are found.
A puppy is too young to be adopted and needs a safe place to stay until he or she is old enough
to go to a forever home.
A dog is recovering from surgery, illness or injury and needs a safe place to recuperate.
A dog is showing signs of stress such as pacing or hiding in the shelter.
A dog has not lived in a home before or has not had much contact with people and needs to be
socialized.
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•

The shelter is running out of room for adoptable dogs.

Why should I foster a dog?
Fostering a dog is one of the most rewarding experiences you can have (other than adopting, of course).
By taking an animal in need temporarily into your home you’re:
•
•
•
•

freeing up a spot so the shelter or rescue can take in another dog.
giving your foster dog the time, he needs to be ready for adoption.
helping the shelter or rescue learn more about the dog so he can end up in the best home
possible.
socializing the dog to a home environment and possibly getting him used to being around other
pets and different types of people.

Fostering a dog—taking a dog into your home and providing it with shelter and care for a predetermined
amount of time or until a forever home is found—is one of the most rewarding things a dog person can
do. Our guide on how to foster a dog covers how to tell if you’re ready to foster, what to expect,
preparing your home, and getting in touch with a rescue or shelter.
In other words, everything you need to know to become a foster dog parent, from a foster dog parent.

4 Signs That You’re Ready to Foster a Dog
If you’re not familiar with how dog fostering works, you might be a little worried about the time
commitment and emotional strain of caring for an unfamiliar dog and then letting it go.
Here’s how to tell if you’re ready to try fostering:
•
•

•
•

You want to help transform a shelter dog into a pet, and help another family find the right dog
for their home.
You’ve been thinking about getting a dog but you’re not sure you’re ready for the lifelong
emotional and financial commitment, and you want to get some practice while helping dogs in
need.
You want to give your current dog some canine companionship.
You have space in your home and schedule to accommodate a temporary canine guest and give
her the attention she needs.

If you nodded in understanding at more than one of the above reasons, you might be ready to foster!
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What Kind of Dogs Get Fostered?
Shelters typically foster out dogs who are too stressed out by the shelter environment or need more
individual attention than the shelter can provide (including puppies who are too young to be adopted).
The most common reasons foster homes are needed are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The shelter is overcrowded and placing dogs in foster care frees up space to save more dogs.
The rescue group wants to learn more about a dog’s personality and behavior in a home setting.
A young, energetic dog needs to learn some basic manners before being made available for
adoption.
A shy or timid dog needs a safe place to come out of her shell.
A dog is recovering from illness or injury.
A senior or sick dog needs loving hospice care.
The rescue or shelter is being affected by a natural disaster, and a foster home is safer.

Of course, there are also foster-based rescue groups that don’t work out of a facility, but instead rely on
foster homes to shelter and care for dogs.
For these groups, foster homes provide the necessary caregiving, training, and assessment to help dogs
find forever homes, and are a vital aspect of their lifesaving work
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Draco = Drake to his friends
Pit Bull Mix
Age at Picture time: 7 weeks
Age currently: 9 months
Hospice care due to terminal kidney
disease.
Forever foster: N. Dupre

.
Do your research! Dog fostering is a big commitment, and the best way to determine if it’s right for you
is to talk to people who have experience. Fostering can be challenging, but if you’re anything like me,
once you get going, you won’t want to stop.

The Responsibilities of a Dog Foster Parent
The main function of a foster home is to provide a safe, loving home environment. For the most part,
this entails caring for your foster as you would care for your own dog: offering food, affection,
socialization, and exercise to keep the dog happy and healthy.
As a doggy foster parent, you may also be asked to:
•
•
•
•

Transport the dog to and from adoption events.
Participate in obedience training at home and/or in classes.
Report back to the shelter/rescue workers with information about the dog’s personality and
behavior.
Speak with potential adopters to tell them about your foster dog and help determine if they are
a good match.

Your time and commitment level can vary depending on your schedule and the rescue group’s needs,
and when you start fostering, the rescue will help match you with a dog that suits your lifestyle and

Page 5 of 40

FOSTERING 101:
home. First-time fosters can get their feet wet with “easier” dogs; the more invested and experienced in
fostering you become, the more willing and able you may be to take on challenges.
No matter what kind of dogs you foster, all foster homes provide the valuable service of socializing a dog
and getting to know its personality. Your relationship with the dog is key information in helping find its
forever home.

The Cost of Fostering
You may wonder, do you get paid to foster animals? Keep in mind most rescues are working within a
tight budget, and fostering is one of the most helpful and rewarding volunteer positions you can
provide.
Foster programs prioritize the needs of the dog and try to make sure foster homes have all the
resources they need to be successful, from food to leashes and a crate to veterinary care and training.
You won’t make any money fostering dogs, but you will be hugely rewarded in playtime, snuggles, and
the indescribable feeling of knowing you are helping to save a life.

One of the greatest rewards of fostering is watching a rescue dog bloom into a pet, but of course, it’s
not without its challenges. Foster dogs sometimes need to learn the basic rules of living in a house,
including:
•
•
•

Housetraining
Appropriate greeting behavior with humans
Appropriate play behavior with other dogs

As you gain experience as a foster, you may be asked (or volunteer) to take on dogs with more
challenging behavioral or medical needs, or even move into hospice care, which is challenging and
rewarding in a completely different way.
Whatever your foster dog needs remember that the shelter or rescue group is your ally and support
network.
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For many people, the biggest cost of fostering dogs is emotional. It can be hard to say goodbye to a dog
after spending weeks or months caring for it and may experience sadness or what rescue workers call
“foster guilt.”
The important thing to remember is that fostering saves lives, and by letting your foster dog go to a
forever home, you free up space for another dog in need. In time, the saying goodbye part gets easier,
and the feeling of helping a dog find its forever home gets addictive!

Preparing Your Home to Foster
Taking in a foster dog requires some preparation, even if you already have dogs in your home. Foster
dogs often come with very little to their name and need their own toys and other supplies to help them
settle in and feel at home.
While many shelters and rescues receive donations of toys and other supplies, sometimes the needs are
greater than the supply. Some good things to ask about or purchase to prepare for your furry guest are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A baby gate (For keeping your foster dog contained in a room or section of your home.)
A dog bed (Many foster dogs come with a crate, but you may want them to have a comfortable
place to lounge.)
A dog brush (Important for dogs with frequent grooming needs.)
Enzyme cleaners (A strange place + strange people can mean accidents)
Bitter apple spray (To discourage inappropriate chewing)
Dog toys (To avoid resource guarding with any existing dogs in your home. Ask the rescue about
appropriate toys.)
Training treats (We have a great guide on training treats)
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The best thing is that these items can be purchased online and delivered to your door. Unfortunately,
not everything about prepping for your foster dog is that easy.
A proper foster home will also go through a certain level of dog-proofing:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Clear out small and sharp objects like paper clips, nails, staples, needles, and rubber bands from
low tables and floors
Move curtains or drapes that can be chewed or pulled off the wall out of reach
Move electrical cords out of reach, or even cover them with PVC pipe, to prevent chewing
Keep washer and dryer units closed (And always check that they are empty before using)
Cover trash cans to keep out curious noses (Or purchase a “dog-proof” trashcan)
Install childproof latches for cabinets where toxic cleaning supplies and medications are kept
Keep toilet lids closed (safety latches optional)
Keep all houseplants out of reach

It’s also vital to get down to a dog’s eye-level to look for safety hazards you may have missed, including
small holes, tight spaces between furniture, and escape opportunities in your backyard fence (if you
have one).
You’ll also want to check with the rescue or shelter about their rules for foster dogs. Some don’t allow
you to let the dog free in your yard unsupervised, due to the flight risk foster dogs represent.
Never underestimate a dog’s size versus a space; they will surprise you, and even if they don’t make a
great escape, they could seriously injure themselves trying.

Fostering dogs with emotional or behavioral issues
There are many reasons a dog may end up at a rescue shelter, and one of them could be that they come
from an abusive home. If you foster a formerly abused dog, put yourself in their position: if almost every
human you’d come into contact with had ignored or mistreated you, you’d be suspicious and nervous
around them, too.
Though not every dog you foster will suffer from a broken home and its resulting behavioral and
emotional toils, it is these dogs that most desperately need good foster homes.
Living in a repressive environment can cause a dog to develop defense mechanisms that make him feel
safe. Common misbehaviors displayed by once-abused dogs include:
•

A lack of housetraining. Former owners may have left their dog for days at a time with no proper
potty set-up. Other dogs may have spent their whole lives outside and don’t understand the
concept of indoors versus outdoors. Other times, he may have attempted to cue you but you
simply didn’t understand. Extra compassion and patience can help you remedy this confusion.
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•

•

Territorialism with food. It’s possible that your foster dog was once malnourished due to
underfeeding or competing with others for limited resources. It can lead to an association of
other people and animals around their dish with having their food stolen.
Biting when seemingly cornered. Your dog may feel threatened because in the past, being
approached this way led to abuse. They might be used to being outside and having endless
escape routes, which can make them even more anxious. The fact is, they simply aren’t used to
people approaching them with affection.

Your rescue dog may need to learn to trust humans again, and that is why your role is so important.
Your role as foster dog parent may be their first consistent source of love and understanding.
Show them they have nothing to fear from you, even when they do something unwanted. A nervous
bladder is only made worse by yelling, so instead work to reinforce their proper potty behaviors.
Nervous chewing on inappropriate items can be easily avoided by providing long-lasting chews.
Treats, bits of food, clickers, and toys are all potential training aids for your foster pup. Discuss with your
shelter whether or not they’ll need special tools to accommodate any physical limitations.

Fostering Rewards
Why is fostering a dog so great? For starters, fostering is one of the most direct things you can do to
save lives. Fostering:
•
•
•
•

Makes room for other dogs in the shelter, freeing up space to help more dogs in need;
Builds on your canine expertise;
Gives you those warm, fuzzy feelings only volunteering can provide;
Brings the fun and companionship of a dog into your life. There’s nothing like seeing a shelter
dog blossom into a loving companion, and sending her off to a happy family who found their
match thanks to you.

Of course, fostering comes with one big hazard that can also be one of its biggest rewards: you just
might fall in love!
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“Foster failures” abound in the dog rescue world, and I know because I am one myself: my dog Radar
was supposed to be a temporary foster dog, but I soon realized I couldn’t imagine him belonging to
anyone but me.

3 Experts Share Their Tips On Fostering Rescue Dogs
1. Know Your Limits
Fostering a dog is no easy decision. It requires honest self-reflection and forethought. After all, you’re
taking a life into your home and hands. This precious rescue animal will soak up all the care and love you
are willing to give. It’s only normal that you will bond and that a very real attachment will form. Consider
yourself cautioned – if you’re not careful, fostering can more often than not lead to adoption.
“Are you thinking fostering is a good way to dip your toe into the doggie adoption pool? You know, as a
way to test out a few dogs before really committing to one? I’ve got one word for you: Congratulations!
You’ll likely keep the first one that comes into your home,” says Molly, dog foster mom and blogger at
Hey Eleanor.
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“Attachment is real, and even the dogs you don’t think you’ll fall in love with grow on you.” – Molly, dog
foster mom
If you’re truly not in a position to give a pup a forever home, perhaps fostering is not for you right now.
You wouldn’t want to let your emotions persuade you to override practicality.
But if you’re sure fostering is the way you want to go, try writing a letter to your future puppy-smitten
self, reminding yourself why a permanent pet is not in your best interests.

2. Manage Your Expectations
First thoughts about fostering generally include visions of late night cuddle sessions, leisurely strolls, and
sweet puppy kisses. These are great perks, but there are some unpleasantries that are included with
having a furry friend in your home.
Molly of Hey Eleanor explains that puppies are a mixed blessing. ”Puppies are so, so, so, so cute and fun
to have around … They learn quickly, and watching them progress can be incredibly gratifying. However,
they have more accidents, whine at night (sometimes all night), need to go outside constantly and are
more apt to destroy things in your home. It’s exhausting.”
There’s also something to be said for the breed of dogs you choose to foster. How they interact with
other animals, children, and grooming needs all contribute to how easy it is to foster. The Anti Cruelty
Society has resources that give you insight on breed-specific behaviors and dog personalities or
temperaments to be alert to.

3. Research Adaptation Techniques
However temporary your foster’s stay may be, there will be a learning curve and adjustment period.
After all, the dog is entering a new environment with new personalities to acclimate to. It’s so important
to consider your method of introducing your foster to his/her new surroundings. Our blogger friends
say: the slower and more deliberate, the better.

“Whenever we bring a new foster home, we do very controlled and systematic introductions. It’s so
important for all animals who are going to live together to have a good first impression,” says Tara, of
Our Gentle Giants. “We use the 5-second rule: introductions don’t last more than 5 seconds even if they
are going well. After 5 seconds, we divert their attention. You never know if the situation is going to
escalate. Yes, even when it looks like it’s going well!”
Slow and steady is key, especially when it comes to other animals. ”We were a little nervous about how
[our foster dog would] interact with our cats, so we kept them in a separate room for around a week to
let the puppy get adjusted to her new home, “ mentions Jessica, of Jess and the Rest.

4. Fostering is Free-ish
Nothing in life is completely free. There will always be a hidden catch. This is also true in the case of
fostering.
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Molly (of Hey Eleanor) notes that the rescue shelter will often provide foo and gear, and will cover the
cost of vet visits and medication. In fact, when Jessica took her foster dog, Tegan, to get spayed, the
shelter paid for it.
However, if you’d like to make a stellar success of fostering, you can expect to incur some costs. In some
cases, you’ll have to pay out of pocket.
“Things you pay for: gas/mileage to and from events or appointments, poop bags, some treats and toys.
I’ve also been known to pay for new dog food when my foster’s isn’t agreeing with them. I don’t have to
do this, but sometimes I’m compelled to (read: fixing terrible farts). There’s also the cost of destroyed
socks, shoes and rugs. It happens,” Molly explains.
If you think a few extra bills and a broken heart are a small price to pay for all the love and
companionship you receive in return, this is the gig for you. Plus, you’ll get the feel-good satisfaction of
saving a dog’s life.
And don’t forget to spoil your temporary friend. In fact, I recommend spoiling him or her rotten.
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Jackson Galaxy’s Ultimate Guide to Litter Training Your
Cat
The Litter-Training Low-Down
Are you fostering or caring for a very young kitten? You might be surprised to know that
kittens younger than 3 weeks old will need to be manually stimulated after every feeding in
order to pee and poop. And, according to Galaxy, that is exactly what it sounds like
After the three-week point, though, kittens should start exploring—and the litter box
should be a natural place for them to go to. That innate behavior (of doing their business in
something sandy) was acquired from cats’ sand-dwelling distant relative, the African
wildcat.
“It takes a little bit of encouragement, but they will naturally start to wander over to the
litter box,” says Galaxy. “It's all about patience and persistence and remembering that they
are not going to be perfect at it every time.”

If you adopt an adult cat, most likely they’ll already know how to use the litter box and will
automatically seek it out when they have to “go”—no encouragement needed. But some
cats develop a negative association with the litter box during their lifetime and may need
some extra help.
“For example, they may have been in a house with other dogs or cats and every time they
would go to the litter box, they would get ambushed in there and become averse to litter
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boxes,” Galaxy explains. “Retraining cats to use a litter box is a long process and it's about
placement of the boxes [and] new association—[like] making sure it's in a safe place so
other cats, dogs and kids don't get into it or ambush them when they're using it.”
But first thing’s first: You need to stock up on the right litter-training supplies.

Everything You Need to Litter Train a Cat

All you need to get started is a litter box and cat litter. (However, we also suggest a mat like
the All-Absorb Cat Litter Mat to help catch any stray litter your kitty kicks out of the litter
box and to protect your floor in case of an accident.)
For kittens and older cats who may have trouble getting in and out of the litter box, Galaxy
suggests getting a low, open-sided litter box, like the KittyGoHere Senior Cat Litter
Box. Puppy pans also work well, since they have a low opening.

“You can even cut away the front part of a litter box just to make it easier for them,” says
Galaxy.

When it comes to the type of litter, Galaxy advises pet parents to use the finest litter they
can find. The closer to the fineness of sand, the better. (Just think about what a cat would
encounter in nature). Galaxy also says to avoid using clay litter for kittens.

“They are going to try and eat anything they come in contact with,” he explains. Due to clay
litter’s rough surface, it may cause your little kitty digestive issues if consumed. For a fine,
non-clay-based cat litter, an option to consider is Frisco Natural Grass Cat Litter.

If you live in a multi-cat household, Galaxy uses an easy formula to determine the number
of litter boxes one should have in the home: one litter box plus one for every cat. So if you
have one cat, you should have two litter boxes. If you have two cats, you should have four
litter boxes. And so on. (Your cat might end up having more bathrooms than you do, but
hey, it’s a cat’s world and we’re all just living in it!)

How to Litter Train a Cat

As Galaxy stated, using the litter box should come naturally to most cats and kittens. In fact,
in the majority of cases, litter training can be broken down into five simple steps.

Step 1: Choose the correct litter box.
As explained above, you want to select a box that your cat can easily get in and out of.
Sometimes, senior cats stop using the litter box because of an achy body, so consider using
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a low-sided box for older cats, and for kittens who may not be big enough to climb into a
bigger box.

Step 2: Find the perfect litter.
Use a natural, unscented litter; sometimes crystal litter, clay litter or ones with a heavy
scent may discourage cats from using the litter box. Be consistent in what litter you use, as
changing the litter could cause your cat to stop using the litter box temporarily.

Step 3: Location, location, location.
Place the litter box in a quiet area of your home where there isn’t a lot of foot traffic. If you
have multiple floors, consider placing additional litter boxes throughout your home.

Step 4: Give them the grand tour.
Make sure your cat knows where the litter boxes are; most will find it, but it never hurts to
show them.

Step 5: Keep it clean.
Scoop the litter box often. Some cats are just as grossed out by pee and poop as we are and
will temporarily stop using the litter box if it’s full; you can try a self-cleaning litter box, like
the ScoopFree Original Automatic Cat Litter Box

Cat Litter Box Training Problems

Most cats shouldn’t have problems learning to use a litter box, but Galaxy says pet parents
should make sure to monitor their fur babies. If they are continuously having accidents
around the home, there could be a medical issue at play and you shouldn’t hesitate to call
your veterinarian.
As Galaxy explains, painful urination or defecation could cause a cat to avoid the little box:
“If they are going right outside the litter box, in my experience, that is a sign that it hurts
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when they go there,” Galaxy says. “They're telling you that they know they're supposed to
go there, but it hurts, so they'll go right outside of where they're supposed to be.”
In this case, Galaxy recommends giving your vet a call. Remember, it’s always better to be
safe than sorry.

Keep At It!

If at first you don’t succeed, keeping trying! Many pet parents may become discouraged by
an accident or two but remember: Cats naturally gravitate toward doing their business in a
litter box.
“Litter training is not like house training a dog. It should not take a lot of training at all.
Litter training should, for the most part, be natural,” Galaxy says. “Keep going and they will
get it.”
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