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Invisible Wounds: 

Bringing Awareness to the  

Emotional Suffering of Surrendered Shelter Pets 

  

 Scars. Open wounds. Broken bones. These are all highly visible signs of the physical 

suffering that some animals experience as a result of abuse and mistreatment. However, there is a 

much more prevalent type of animal suffering—one that unfortunately is less recognized, less 

obvious, and poorly understood. It is the emotional suffering of animals, a particularly common 

problem in pets who are surrendered to animal shelters (McMillan 185, Pierce).
i
  

 Pet owners surrender pets for a variety of reasons. Sometimes, the family moves and is 

unable to take their pet. Sometimes, an owner dies and no one else is willing to take care of the 

pet. In some cases, it’s a landlord issue or a breed restriction problem. Whatever the reason, 

when pets are surrendered to shelters, their lives change dramatically.  

 Instead of the familiar home and human companionship they’re accustomed to, 

surrendered shelter pets are housed in small cages where they’re exposed to diseases, infections, 

constant noise, and considerable stress. This dramatic change combined with the loss of their 

family often leads to depression, anxiety, fear, and loneliness—“invisible wounds” that can only 

be seen though their behaviors. Unfortunately, however, these behaviors are often misinterpreted 

by potential adopters as undesirable rather than symptoms of emotional distress. 

 For instance, when surrendered pets become depressed, they often just lie in their cages 

and won’t interact with potential adopters. Even when brought out of their cages, they are 

reluctant to play or interact. Anxious or fearful pets may  tremble, making  them  appear  weak or  
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sickly; or they may growl or bark, making them seem unfriendly or aggressive. Although these 

behaviors in surrendered pets are almost always shelter-induced, they lessen the likelihood of 

adoption, causing these pets to remain in shelters longer and suffer more.   

 As a Teen Adoption Ambassador (AA) at the Humane Society of Broward County 

(HSBC) for the past 19 months, I have personally observed the emotional toll that shelter life can 

have on surrendered pets. As an AA, my job is to foster pets who are identified by HSBC as 

emotionally distressed, help them overcome their anxiety, fears, and depression, and actively 

work to find them permanent homes. To date, I have fostered and found homes for 15 

emotionally distressed surrendered pets, and  it’s  been  a life-changing experience (see Photo 1). 

 

Photo 1: Collage of My AA Pets 
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The only downside is that because fostered AA pets are no longer in the shelter, exposed to the 

hundreds of people who visit each week looking for adoptable pets, it tends to take twice as long 

to find them homes (ASPCA Professional; Mohan-Gibbons et al).
ii
  

 So, in an attempt to bring more exposure to the pets in the AA Program and the important 

work it does for emotionally distressed shelter pets, I decided to use my love for writing and art 

to write and illustrate two books for HSBC. The first book is an activity book for children to read 

and work on while they’re at the shelter waiting to see adoptable animals. The illustration on the 

cover is Bear, a special AA dog that I fostered for three months (see Illustration 1). Bear worked 

very hard to overcome severe physical and emotional trauma, and was eventually adopted by a 

war veteran with PTSD. Bear is now a certified emotional service animal for the man (see 

Appendix for Bear’s magazine story.)  

 
 

Illustration 1: Cover of Children’s Activity Bookiii 
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 Each page of the activity book tells the story of a surrendered pet who found a home 

through the AA Program and has an activity related to that pet. For example, there is a page 

about  AA  dog  Taz  that  has  a  maze  I  drew  in  the  shape  of  Taz’s  head (see Illustration 2).  

 

 

Illustration 2: Taz’s Maze 

 

There also is a word search I created for an AA cat named Samba; a connect-the-dots that I made 

in the shape of Gravy, an AA dog with a unique corkscrew tail; and a secret word find page 

dedicated to my smallest AA pet, Joey (see Illustrations 3-5). In total, there are eight activities 

for children to complete, each one highlighting the AA Program and its pets, and a final page for 

children to write their own story about their visit to HSBC (see Illustration 6). 
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Illustration 3: Samba’s Word Search 

 

 
 

Illustration 4: Gravy’s Connect-the-Dots 
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Illustration 5: Joey’s Secret Word Find 
 

 
 

Illustration 6: Tell Your Own Story 
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 The second book was written for adults to read while they’re waiting at the shelter to see 

adoptable animals (see Illustration 7). The book explains the emotional struggles that 

surrendered pets experience in a shelter setting. It also describes the HSBC AA Program, the 

research on its effectiveness in helping emotionally distressed shelter pets, and tells the “tails” of 

three AA pets (see Photos 2-5). It ends with information on how to find out which pets are in AA 

foster homes, how to schedule visits with these pets, and how to become an AA. To cover the 

printing costs of these books, I obtained donations from two local printers, and the shelter has 

since written a grant proposal to cover future printing costs. 

 

Illustration 7: Cover of Informational Pamphlet for Adults 
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Photo 2: Pages 1 and 2 of Informational Pamphlet for Adults 
 

 
 

Photo 3: Pages 3 and 4 of Informational Pamphlet for Adults 
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Photo 4: Pages 5 and 6 of Informational Pamphlet for Adults 

 

 Having these two books at the shelter serves three purposes: 1) it helps capture an 

important audience that AA pets in foster homes can’t normally capture, which are the hundreds 

of adults and children who come to the shelter each week looking for adoptable pets, 2) it brings 

awareness to the invisible wounds suffered by surrendered shelter pets, and 3) it provides 

information to potential adopters about how they can reduce these animals’ emotional distress by 

adopting them and/or volunteering as an AA. Clearly, AA Programs like the one at HSBC 

significantly improve the quality of life and help alleviate the suffering of emotionally distressed 

surrendered pets (ASPCA Professional). It is my hope that the two books I created will further 

improve their lives by making their invisible wounds more visible so that children and adults 

who visit the shelter understand the plight of surrendered pets and consider giving one of these 

deserving pets what they lost when they were surrendered—a forever family.  

(Word Count: 992 excluding citations, headers, and endnotes) 
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i Although historically animal scientists have been reluctant to acknowledge animal emotions, recent advances in 

affective neuroscience research have led to a professional consensus that animals actually do experience emotions in 

ways very similar to humans (see Špinka, Marek. "Social Dimension of Emotions and Its Implication for Animal 

Welfare." Applied Animal Behaviour Science 138.3-4 (2012): 170-181. Print). 
ii Research on AA Programs has found that the mean number of days for AA pets to be adopted tends to be longer 
than in-shelter pets.  For example, at the Charleston Animal Society, the mean number of days for AA pet adoptions 

was 25 (with the longest being 82 days) compared to 12 days for in-shelter dogs (with the longest being 35 days). 

The reference for these results is in “Works Cited”—the ASPCA Professional citation. 
iii I drew the illustration on the book covers using a computer drawing pad called Paint Tool Sai. I drew some of the 

illustrations inside the books by hand and some using Paint Tool Sai. 
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