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Introduction
As with animal welfare in general, community 
cat programs (CCPs) usually rely heavily on 
volunteers to achieve their goals. There are 
many opportunities for volunteers to contribute, 
whether it’s distributing door hangers in target 
neighborhoods, transporting cats to and from 
clinic appointments, or actually trapping cats.

A well-run volunteer program can dramatically 
increase a CCP’s effectiveness, and provide 
volunteers with a real sense of satisfaction. And 
a dedicated team of volunteers can also become 
the pool from which future CCP staff members 
are recruited. This is especially true of lead 
volunteers, one or two individuals who take on 
some of the work typically done by staff, as well 
as manage the team of volunteers. (See “Staffing 
Considerations” for additional information about 
this topic.)

The following guidelines are intended to help 
organizations recruit and retain talented CCP 
volunteers, and to provide their volunteers with a 
meaningful experience. 

Preparation and recruiting
It’s easy to think of volunteers as supplemental 
to a CCP’s staff. And this is accurate in the sense 
that staff are employees, so the organization has 
somewhat different expectations of them. On the 
other hand, volunteers are responsible for much 
of the work associated with a CCP’s operation, 
and are therefore essential to its success. In this 
sense, then, volunteers aren’t so different from 
CCP staff. 

For this reason, those in charge of the CCP must 
plan ahead before recruiting volunteers — just 
as they do when hiring staff. Recognizing the 
importance of this often-overlooked step, Best 
Friends developed the online resource Recruiting 
Volunteers for Nonprofit Organizations to help 
organizations (including, but not limited to, CCPs) 
assess their readiness to include volunteers; 
assess and plan for risk management; and 
prepare to recruit, screen, train, supervise and 
recognize volunteers.

Typical CCP volunteer positions

Again, there are many opportunities for volunteers 
to contribute to a CCP. Below are descriptions of 
typical volunteer positions.

Trapper 

Function: These volunteers work closely with CCP 
staff to trap cats in target areas. They often work 
with veterinary clinics, too, transporting cats to 
and from clinic appointments. 

Core responsibilities: Trapping community cats. 
Often, the same volunteers who trap the cats will 
transport them to and from clinic appointments, 
house them before and after surgery, and, finally, 
return the cats to their trapping locations. 

Return-to-field transporter

Function: These volunteers work closely with 
CCP staff (or appropriate shelter staff) to pick up 
community cats from the shelter and return them 
to their trapping locations. 

Core responsibilities: Transport community cats 
as necessary, and identify additional community 
cats in the vicinity of the return site (documenting 
and sharing information with CCP staff).

Community educator and mediator

Function: These volunteers garner support 
for, and address opposition to, the CCP at a 
community, neighborhood and resident level.

Volunteer Engagement
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Core responsibilities: Inform residents about the 
CCP, trap/neuter/return (TNR), local laws relevant 
to community cats and the use of humane 
deterrents. Also, resolve cat-related complaints 
among neighbors, whether on the phone, by email 
or in person.

Community cats ambassador and 
neighborhood canvasser 

Function: These volunteers garner support for the 
CCP (and spay/neuter in general) at a community, 
neighborhood and resident level.

Core responsibilities: Distribute educational 
materials door-to-door, speak to residents 
about the importance of spaying or neutering 
community cats (and residents’ pets), provide 
referrals for low- and no-cost spay/neuter 
resources available for pet cats, and compile a 
detailed list of caregivers and complainants in the 
neighborhoods visited (to share with CCP staff).

Kitten and long-term foster parent

Function: These volunteers provide proper care 
for kittens and/or adult community cats until 
positive outcomes can be arranged. 

Core responsibilities: Very young kittens need 
intensive basic care — bottle-feeding every 
few hours along with frequent socialization 
sessions. (See “Kitten Nurseries” for additional 
information about this topic.) Once the kittens 
are independent, the foster parent generally 
turns them over to the shelter for adoption (after 
they have been spayed or neutered). For adult 
community cats requiring long-term foster care 
before being returned to their trapping location 
(e.g., while an injury heals), the care generally 
involves basic feeding, cleaning and administering 
any prescribed medicines.

In addition, several “behind the scenes” jobs are 
generally done by volunteers, including:

 • Answering phones and returning calls

 • Doing data entry and filing paperwork

 • Cleaning (traps, transport vans, office space, 
etc.)

On the job 
Again, volunteers are responsible for much of 
the work associated with a CCP’s operation, and 
therefore are essential to its success. As a result, 
managers may set expectations and evaluate 
performance in a manner similar to what’s done 
for CCP staff. There are, however, key differences 
between volunteers and staff that must be 
recognized on the job.

For example, volunteers are typically required to 
sign an agreement and release form, outlining 
their duties and the legal framework underlying 
their work with the CCP. An additional release 
may be required for volunteer work in a shelter. 
Volunteers are also generally required to identify 
themselves as such, by way of name tags or 
clothing. (Best Friends volunteers typically wear 
brightly colored T-shirts with “Volunteer” printed 
on them in large letters.)

Several examples of documents important for 
managing volunteers (volunteer release, safety 
protocols, etc.) are included in the appendix. 
(See “Staff and Volunteer Safety Protocols” for 
additional information about this topic.)

“Thoughtful and planned engagement of 
volunteers in a community cat program 
helps to achieve the goals that are set, and 
allows an organization to do more work 
towards achieving its mission. Meaningful 
volunteer engagement fosters a shared 
sense of ownership so that all are invested 
in the program and its result.”

Pat Guerrero, national volunteer manager, 
Best Friends Animal Society
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Retaining volunteers

Just as an organization strives to retain its most 
talented, most passionate staff, a CCP must 
strive to retain its most talented, most passionate 
volunteers. This means putting at least as much 
effort into training and retaining these remarkable 
individuals as is put into recruiting them. 

Again, because Best Friends recognizes the 
enormous value that volunteers bring to a 
CCP (and any organization that relies heavily 
on volunteers), we’ve created a manual called 
Volunteer Engagement: How to Engage and 
Retain Your Most Valuable Resource. In it, 
readers will find 10 essential guidelines to help 
recruit, engage and retain exceptional volunteers 
in order to meet the goals and objectives of an 
organization.

Additional resources
• Best Friends’ community cats page

• FAQs About Trap/Neuter/Return (TNR)

• Solutions to Cat-Related Issues

• Conflict Resolution for the Animal Welfare Field

• Best Friends’ humane deterrents video: 
bestfriends.org/deter

• Best Friends Volunteer Handbook

https://bestfriends.org/resources/how-organizations-can-engage-and-retain-volunteers
https://bestfriends.org/resources/how-organizations-can-engage-and-retain-volunteers
https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr
https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr/frequently-asked-questions-about-tnr
https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr/solutions-cat-related-issues
http://bestfriends.s3.amazonaws.com/nmhpconf/2010/ConflictResolutionHandbook_SingleSided.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFZ1NTXsakc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFZ1NTXsakc
https://bestfriends.org/resources/best-friends-volunteer-handbook
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Appendix

1. Example: Community cats volunteer sign in/out sheet

Community cats volunteer sign in/out sheet

Date: ___________________________

Name (please print clearly) Time in Time out
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2. Example: Agreement and general release for adult volunteers and 
non-employee interns 

5001 Angel Canyon Road • Kanab, Utah 84741-5000 • (435) 644-2001 • bestfriends.org

Agreement and General Release for  
Adult Volunteers and Non-employee Interns

Thank you for offering your time to volunteer with Best Friends Animal Society. The work we do for the animals would not be possible 
without the help of our volunteers. Please read through the agreement below, complete the form at the bottom and return to the 
appropriate volunteer office. 

1. VOLUNTARY ACKNOWLEDGEMENT AND PARTICIPATION. I acknowledge that I have voluntarily agreed to serve as a volunteer for 
Best Friends Animal Society, a nonprofit corporation organized under the laws of the State of Utah (“Best Friends”), whose mission is to bring 
about a time of No More Homeless Pets. I am referred to as a “Volunteer.” I offer to perform as a Volunteer of my own volition. No one has 
demanded that I participate in any activity with Best Friends.

2. NATURE AND SCOPE OF SERVICES. As a Volunteer, I will be contributing my time and effort to various sanctuary and outreach programs 
of Best Friends and performing a wide range of Services (collectively, the “Services”). The Services will be performed by me as assigned by an 
officer, director, employee or another volunteer of Best Friends. In the course of performing the Services, I agree:

• To read the Volunteer Handbook (if applicable) and otherwise complete all required orientation, training, and paperwork relating to my  
volunteer position(s).

• To disclose any physical or psychological limitations to appropriate staff before participating in any activity. Since I may be interacting with 
animals, both healthy and sick, big and small, and may be lifting, carrying, moving, or otherwise engaging in physical labor, I will be respectful 
of my own limitations and will inform staff immediately of any such limitations.

• To read and to obey all safety rules and regulations, especially at Best Friends Animal Sanctuary. In the interest of the safety of the animals, 
staff, and volunteers, I acknowledge that Best Friends has the right to revoke volunteer privileges if these rules and regulations are  
not followed.

• To treat all Best Friends staff, volunteers, the animals, property, tools, and equipment with respect and kindness. I will also return all Best 
Friends property when my volunteer relationship ends.

• That either I or Best Friends can terminate this relationship at will.

3. NO COMPENSATION. I agree to provide my Services without compensation. I will not be compensated for my efforts nor am I an agent or 
contractor of Best Friends Animal Society. I agree that I am not and will not become an employee, partner, agent, contractor or principal of Best 
Friends upon execution of this agreement or the performance of the Services. 

4. RESPONSIBILITY FOR MY OWN ACTS AND OMISSIONS. I hereby agree to be legally and financially responsible and will indemnify 
and hold Best Friends Animal Society harmless for my own acts and omissions relating to the service I am voluntarily providing to Best Friends 
Animal Society. I acknowledge that I am responsible for providing my own medical, liability, and auto insurance during my volunteer service. 
I understand that I am not covered by workers’ compensation nor insured by Best Friends during the performance of my volunteer duties and 
tasks, including when driving a vehicle or transporting an animal.

5. ASSUMPTION OF RISK. I am voluntarily participating in the activities of Best Friends with full knowledge of the 
risks and dangers involved and hereby agree to accept any and all risks of injury, death, or damage to myself 
and/or my personal property. As a volunteer, I may come into contact with and interact with animals, and such work entails risk of 
personal injury due to proximity to animals, dangerous equipment, long-distance driving, and other considerations. These include, but are not 
limited to, being bitten, kicked, clawed, tripped, and possibly exposed to zoonotic diseases.

6. PHOTO, VIDEO AND AUDIO RELEASE. I understand that as a volunteer of Best Friends Animal Society, I may be recorded on film, video or  
other electronic recorded images or other media recordings of my name and likeness (“A-V Recordings”) for any purpose related to furtherance 
of the objectives of Best Friends, including use in Best Friends media properties such as its magazine and websites. In particular, I grant Best 
Friends permission to copyright and use, reuse, publish, and republish A-V Recordings, without restriction as to changes or aIterations, for art, 
advertising, trade, or any other purpose. Further, I understand that all work product I create in my capacity as a volunteer for Best Friends will be 
the property of Best Friends and that Best Friends will have the sole right to use, sell, license, publish, or transfer any such work product, in any 
and all media formats, including print, mechanical and electronic formats. I will disclose any such work product to Best Friends and assign all 
rights thereto to Best Friends.

7. RELEASE. As consideration for being permitted by Best Friends to participate in activities and provide Services, I hereby agree that I, my  
assignees, heirs, distributees, guardians, and legal representatives will not make a claim against, sue, or attach the property of Best Friends for 
injury or damage resulting from any act, omission, negligence or other acts, howsoever caused, by any employee, agent, contractor, or  
representative of Best Friends as a result of my participation in activities and performance of the Services and any A-V Recordings. 

UT 5 REV. 12/12
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5001 Angel Canyon Road • Kanab, Utah 84741-5000 • (435) 644-2001 • bestfriends.org

I hereby release Best Friends from all actions, claims, or demands that I, my assignees, heirs, distributees, guardians, and legal representatives 
now have or may hereafter have for injury or damage resulting from my participation in activities and performance of the Services and any   
A-V Recordings. 

8. CONFIDENTIALITY. During my association with Best Friends and thereafter, I will keep confidential, refrain from disclosing to others, and  
use only in the performance of my volunteer duties, all confidential information of Best Friends Animal Society that I develop or learn about 
during the course of my association. I understand that this agreement covers all confidential business and technical information and know-how 
of or about Best Friends which is not generally known to persons outside of Best Friends and which I have not been specifically authorized to 
disclose or use. Examples of confidential information include, but are not limited to, information on finances, membership and donors, volunteer 
performance, research and development, the condition of sanctuary animals, campaigns, outreach programs and information received from  
others that Best Friends Animal Society has agreed to keep confidential.

9. I HAVE READ THIS RELEASE AGREEMENT AND FULLY UNDERSTAND THAT I WILL RELINQUISH ALL CLAIMS OR ACTIONS 
KNOWN NOW OR IN THE FUTURE AGAINST BEST FRIENDS ANIMAL SOCIETY. I am of legal age and legally competent to sign this 
agreement. I am signing this agreement of my own free will without the influence of a Best Friends Animal Society staff member. If, for any 
reason paragraph 12 below is deemed unenforceable and this Agreement is construed in accordance with the laws of the 
State of California, it is expressly understood and agreed that I am hereby waiving and surrendering my rights pursuant to § 1542 of the  
Civil Code of the State of California, which provides as follows: “A general release does not extend to claims which a creditor does not know  
or suspect exist in his favor at the time of executing the release, which if known by him must have materially affected his settlement with  
the debtor.”

 10. ARBITRATION. Any controversy or claim arising out of or relating to this agreement or its breach will be settled by arbitration in the State 
I first perform volunteer duties for Best Friends, even if it pre-dates the date of this agreement, and continuing as long as I continue to be a 
Volunteer and thereafter as is necessary to protect the interests and rights of Best Friends arising herein with respect to confidentiality and use 
of my work products and/or A-V material as authorized above.

 11. TERM OF AGREEMENT. I acknowledge that this agreement will apply to the entire term of my volunteer relationship, starting with the date 
I first perform volunteer duties for Best Friends, even if it pre-dates the date of this agreement, and continuing as long as I continue to be a 
Volunteer and thereafter as is necessary to protect the interests and rights of Best Friends arising herein with respect to confidentiality and use 
of my work products and/or A-V material as authorized above.

 12. GOVERNING LAW. This agreement will be governed by and construed in accordance with the laws of the State of Utah without regard to 
conflicts of laws or principles.

Name __________________________________________________________________________________________________

Phone____________________________________________Email __________________________________________________

Mailing address ___________________________________________________________________________________________

City___________ ___________________________________________________State_____________Zip Code _______________

Volunteer Acknowledgement of Safety Rules at Best Friends Animal Society
By signing below I acknowledge that I have read, understand and will follow the safety rules for all areas in which I volunteer, including,
but not limited to, all Sanctuary animal areas and other departments (Welcome Center, offices, Angels’ Rest, etc.). 

I further agree that if I am volunteering for Best Friends Animal Society outside of the Sanctuary (Los Angeles programs,  
Salt Lake City programs, New York programs, other events, etc.), I will read and abide by all guidelines as outlined in the Best Friends  
Volunteer Handbook.

Signature of  Volunteer_________________________________________________________________Date ___________________
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3. Community cats: Volunteer safety protocols

What to do about cat bites and scratches:

• Complete “proper handling” training for all new volunteers.
• If you are bitten or scratched, wash the wound immediately and see your personal physician for further care.
• Always take bites seriously. Cat bites are 10 times more likely to become infected than other animal bites. 
• Always follow proper handling practices with cats, including the use of the isolator forks with traps. 
• Never put your fingers inside the traps for any reason.
• Should you be injured while volunteering, our program coordinator will follow up with you after any visit to your doctor or a hospital.

Transmittable zoonotic diseases:

• Please notify staff immediately if you are bitten, scratched or injured in any way while volunteering. 
• We are required to complete an injury report on any incident of biting or scratching, but such reports will not negatively affect a cat. 

Important: Some zoonotic diseases can be transmitted via clothing and footwear. We strongly recommend that volunteers change their 
clothes and shoes prior to interacting with their own pets.

Rabies
■ When someone is bitten by a cat, that cat will be quarantined for 10 days to monitor for rabies symptoms. 
■ Should the cat be inaccessible for quarantine, please seek medical advice from your doctor.

Cat scratch fever
■ Indicators include swollen lymph nodes and flu-like symptoms. If you notice these after a scratch, see your doctor for further treatment.

Ringworm 
■ Highly transmittable, but not life threatening, ringworm’s common signs include circular areas of hair loss, with or without crusting. Usually there is 

a red ring present on the cat’s face, ears or feet. If you notice these signs, see your doctor for further testing and treatment. Ringworm test results 
typically take about two weeks.

■ Cats and people can carry ringworm without symptoms.
■ You can spread ringworm to your own pets (even if you are asymptomatic).
■ Ringworm can be passed to others through direct contact with a substance or object (clothing, furniture, towels, food bowls) that are capable of 

spreading infectious organisms.
■ Ringworm can be eliminated with bleach.

Parasites (fleas, ticks, mites, worms. toxoplasmosis)
■ Please wear the recommended clothing (long pants) and footwear (closed-toe shoes).
■ Volunteers should always wear gloves if they will be exposed to feces.
■ Wash your hands thoroughly after handling each cat, and when cleaning traps or litter boxes.
■ Water and hand sanitizer are available to volunteers, who are also welcome to bring their own hand sanitizer.

Bacterial infections 
■ Ensure thorough washing of any wounds to prevent infection. 
■ First aid kits are available if needed. 

A tetanus shot is not required to volunteer, but it is always a good idea to be current with this vaccination.

Personal protective equipment

• Gloves and masks are available for all volunteers.
• All volunteers must wash their hands after handling each cat.
• Volunteers must wear gloves (nitrile if allergic to latex) any time they are exposed to feces.
• If needed, staff will have bite gloves and net on hand at all times.

Fostering animals 

• All foster animals should be kept separate from personal pets (in a different room).
• Volunteers should be educated on signs and symptoms of disease.
• Volunteers must contact staff when kittens show clinical signs of disease. 
• Volunteers should know how to properly disinfect their home and should always use gloves when doing so.
• Always wash your hands thoroughly after handling foster kittens or cats.
• Proceed with proper vaccinations and spay/neuter (per staff instructions) if animal presents no clinical symptoms or diagnosis of disease.

Thank you so much for volunteering your time! 
Please let our staff know if you have any additional questions or concerns. 

Community cats: Volunteer safety protocols



Best Friends Animal Society

Chapter 3  CCP Administration: Volunteer Engagement

page 3-9

4.  Community cats: Volunteer trapping safety protocols

The following recommendations are for your own personal safety while working in the field.

When leaving your vehicle:

• Always park your car facing out so you can leave quickly if necessary.
• Always lock your car and carry your keys on you.
• Don’t leave any valuables visible in your car (even spare change).

What to carry:

• Gloves
• Two-way radio (if available)
• High-powered headlight or flashlight
• Air horn (if available)
• Cell phone, which should be kept secure in a zippered pocket or bag

What to wear:

• Bright, easily-visible colored shirts with Best Friends logo (no dark shirts)
• Long pants
• Closed-toe shoes, such as tennis shoes or boots with thick soles
• Reflective clothing or vest for night work
• Wear layers and bring weather-appropriate gear.
• Do not wear expensive or valuable clothing or accessories, including items like sunglasses or jewelry (that you wouldn’t want damaged or lost).

Trapping and communication tips:

• Work with a partner whenever possible.
• Check in with staff every 30-45 minutes via text or phone and anytime you move to a different location. Failure to check in could result in staff 

contacting the police department because of concern for your safety.
• Keep the phone number of the local animal control contact handy at all times.
• If a person or animal is acting aggressively (including dogs in the neighborhood) or you feel unsafe at any time, leave the area immediately. Call the 

police or animal control if appropriate.

Situational awareness tips:

• Continuously monitor the 360-degree area around you in a relaxed, but alert manner.
• “Watch your six” is a term used to remind you to always be aware of what’s behind you. It’s not just about what’s in front of you.
• Before, during and after trapping, make sure to walk the area and keep an eye out for loose dogs, dogs reacting at fence lines, unsecured fencing 

with dogs behind it (broken or jerry-built areas), as well as potentially confrontational or aggressive people.

When handling traps: 

• Only use humane box traps to trap feral cats.
• Always carry traps by their handles.
• Ensure that trap doors are secured until you are ready to return or release the cat.
• Never stick your fingers through the trap holes or interact with the cats.
• Never attempt to pick up a feral cat or try to put them in a carrier or trap.
• Always use gloves (provided for all volunteers) when handling traps.
*No matter how nice cats may seem, attempting to handle feral cats will frighten them and cause them unnecessary stress, which could provoke biting or scratching.  

How to ensure the cats’ safety and comfort:

• Keep all cats in a temperature-controlled area.
• Only transport trapped cats in a closed vehicle such as a van, SUV or truck with a camper shell. Never transport cats in the open bed of a truck.
• Ensure trap doors are secure until you are ready to release the cats from the traps.
• Immediately notify staff of any injured cats.
• Stay quiet, calm and conscious of the cats’ well-being at all times.
Cats will not communicate their needs if they are hurt, frightened or in pain. If distressed, they likely will thrash about in their traps or shut down and huddle in the corner of the trap.

Final reminders:

• Immediately notify staff if you are bitten, scratched or injured in any way while volunteering. We are required to complete an injury report on any 
incident of biting or scratching, but such reports will not negatively affect a cat. 

• Make sure to review the “Volunteer door hanger guidelines” and the “Conflict management and resolution tips” documents.

Community cats: Volunteer trapping 
safety protocols
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5.  Community cats: Volunteer door hanger and neighborhood 
canvassing guidelines

Community cats: Volunteer door hanger/
neighborhood canvassing guidelines

What to wear and what to bring:

• Wear comfortable shoes, sunscreen and weather-appropriate clothing.
• Always carry water.
• Bring a pen, paper, your cell phone and a bag or backpack for carrying materials.
• Make sure the phone number(s) for your team are programmed into your phone.
• Bring relevant info/materials to distribute, such as flyers with information on solutions to cat-related issues and spay/neuter services.

When canvassing a neighborhood:

• Always work in teams of two or more, and only during daylight hours.
• Teams can split the work by taking opposite sides of the street and working down the street together. This helps minimize having to walk the same 

street twice.
• Team members should always remain within sight of one another.

Guidelines for canvassing:

• Always get the name, phone number, email and street address along with relevant details for anyone who requires follow-up (for example, someone 
who has filed a complaint or is a caregiver).

• Unless you have completed trap/neuter/return (TNR) or conflict resolution training with us, please do not attempt to answer detailed questions for 
the public. Just let them know you’ll be happy to have someone follow up with an answer to their questions.

• Never enter an area where you feel unsafe or uncertain in any way. Look for a convenient and safe place to leave the door hanger and make sure to 
jot down the address if you see cats on the property.

• If you see a “no soliciting” sign, do not knock or ring the doorbell. You can leave the door hanger (since it’s offering a free service and is not a 
solicitation), but please respect the homeowner’s privacy. 

• If you see a “no trespassing” sign, do not enter that person’s property. If you see a number of cats on the property, make note of the address and 
any other relevant details.

• In the rare occurrence that someone asks you to leave the property, please do so immediately.
• Important: Door hangers should never be placed inside of or attached to the outside of anyone’s mailbox. This is against federal law. Place all door 

hangers on doorknobs, inside screen doors, under doormats or on gates — securing them when necessary to prevent them from blowing away.

When finished with your shift:

• Notify staff of the areas you covered and provide any other relevant information.
• Examples of noteworthy information are areas where you saw lots of cats, as well as addresses/contact info for anyone you spoke with who might 

require a follow-up.

Thank you so much for volunteering your time! 
And feel free to let staff know if you have any questions or concerns.
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6.  Community cats: Conflict management and resolution tips

Understanding the conflict

Conflict typically arises from a clash of goals, values, beliefs or understandings related to a particular issue. The issue often involves high stakes, as well 
as an emotional component for one or more parties involved. Conflict is not necessarily an issue of right versus wrong, but rather one of incompatible 
viewpoints. 

In the case of community cats, some people enjoy the cats’ presence in their neighborhood and want to ensure their comfort and safety. Meanwhile, 
others feel the cats are an unwelcome nuisance and want them promptly removed.

The primary aim of any conflict resolution or management technique is to identify a common goal between the parties involved. A common goal — to 
reduce the number of community cats and mitigate or eliminate nuisance behaviors created by these cats — exists among people on both sides of the 
issue. This includes those who want the cats removed, as well as cat lovers (staff, volunteers and caregivers associated with community cat programs). 
In fact, one of our most successful community cat efforts has been the distribution of informational materials for community members with the following 
title: “Whether you love or loathe cats, we can help you.”

Five steps to resolving conflict 

Step 1: Determine your involvement

First decide whether or not engaging with a particular person or conflict makes sense. Prioritize safety first. Avoid engaging with anybody who appears 
threatening or aggressive. If someone requests that you leave their property, do so immediately.

Step 2: Understand the other person

Avoid making assumptions about people and adopting negative impressions before gathering facts and hearing all sides of the story. Details are 
important.

Example: Cats have created a legitimate nuisance for a community member. 

Consider the following script as an example of how to manage the conversation:

Volunteer: “So, I understand that some cats are creating some problems for you. I’d like to get some more info on specifically what the problem is so 
that I can help. Can you tell me what’s happening?”

Community member: “They’re going to the bathroom in my flowers and ruining them.”

Volunteer: “Well that’s no fun. OK, are the flowers in a garden area or in flower pots? I ask because we have several different solutions for keeping 
cats out of various types of gardens.”

The person may even show you the area, which allows you to gather more information and formulate a solution suited to their particular problem.

Step 3: Influence opinion or behavior: Work toward gaining trust and finding common ground. 

Appeal to thoughts and feelings

• Cat caregivers did not create the homeless cat problem. We’re just the people responding to it.

• Cat caregivers and volunteers care about community cats, just as people do their own pets. We recognize that the cats have individual needs and 
personalities, and we care about their quality of life.

• None of us wants the cats to cause problems for our neighbors. But we also know that simply removing the cats is only a temporary solution that 
doesn’t actually address the source of the problem. 

Appeal to the common goal. We all want fewer cats on the streets. Lowering the community cat population means better overall welfare for the cats 
and fewer nuisance behaviors. (Don’t bring up more specific nuisance behaviors (less howling, less spraying, etc.) unless the person has already 
referred to them. 

An explanation of consequences

• Any environment offering sufficient food, water and shelter will eventually attract cats. By removing the cats, space becomes available for more 
unvaccinated cats to quickly move in, reproduce and recreate the original problem. Through trap/neuter/return (TNR), the cats are spayed or 
neutered and vaccinated, which eliminates the chance for population growth, and addresses a number of health concerns.

• Cats will always be present in the community, one way or another. Through TNR, we do all the work and provide free or low-cost humane cat 
deterrents. 

• Attempting to bait and trap cats on your own typically results in attracting more cats to your property, rather than fewer, which only adds to your 
problem. Instead, we provide you with effective methods for keeping them away from your home.

Suggestions for other ways to think about the problem

• Acknowledge that it seems odd and counterintuitive that returning the cats to the same area would actually reduce the problems, and then offer 
further explanation. For example: “I completely understand that you just want the cats gone and that, obviously, the cats have caused some issues 
for you. I was also pretty skeptical about whether or not TNR would work when I first heard about it. And that’s the case with most shelters, too. But 
shelters finally decided to give it a shot when it was obvious that the same people were trapping cats and bringing them in over and over again, year 
after year. They finally decided that removing and killing the cats wasn’t working. One man I spoke to said he couldn’t believe it actually worked, but 
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that after we did TNR in his neighborhood and gave him some information on how to keep cats out of his yard, he didn’t have to spend time trapping 
or dealing with cats for the first time in 12 years. He admitted that a cat still wandered through once in a while, but it wasn’t a big deal.

• Most community cat problems have only four possible solutions, but only one of them will be both convenient for you and ultimately solve your
problem:

1. Do nothing (which usually makes matters worse).

2. Repeatedly trap the cats and take them to the shelter (a temporary solution at best).

3. Repeatedly trap the cats and relocate them (often considered abandonment and is illegal).

4. Let us do TNR and see how it works.

Step 4: Resolve the problem

Make sure to define any future expectations and mutually discuss solutions to the problem. Once you’ve reviewed all the facts with the other person 
and discussed the issue, map out a customized solution for that individual and ask to discuss it with them.

Be careful to not make any commitments that you might not be able to keep. If you offer to supply someone with a motion-activated sprinkler the 
following week, for example, make sure you follow through. If in doubt, say that you will work to see if you can find someone else to follow up. 
(Sometimes we want to protect the cats so much, we’re inclined to overcommit.) 

Be sure to follow up. See how the plan worked, and be prepared to develop a new one, if necessary.

Step 5: Recover and go on

Remember that you can never make everybody happy. You will occasionally encounter people who just can’t be satisfied with any solution, and that’s 
just the way it goes. Put the focus on all of the positive changes that you’ve already created for cats and community members, and then keep moving 
forward.

Engaging in active listening

Remember you can always express genuine empathy with someone without agreeing with their point of view. So make sure not to accidentally reinforce 
someone’s beliefs or concerns by using phrases like “I agree” or “Yes, that’s true.” Instead, try rephrasing what someone said using phrases such as: 

• “I hear you saying … ”

• “I understand that … ”

• “I think what you’re saying is … ”

Any of the above phrases allow you to demonstrate to the person that you understand and empathize with their concerns, while giving you additional

time to craft an appropriate response.

Managing yourself during conflict

Once things get heated, it can be challenging to stay calm and collected. Here are some suggestions (or perhaps, reminders) for when you find yourself 
in the middle of a difficult situation:

• Think before you speak or act. Be thoughtful and proactive, not reactive.

• Stay calm and objective (easier said than done). Emotional responses usually lead to more conflict and regrets.

• Be sincere and up front with the other person. Don’t waste time or avoid addressing the issue.

• Make sure you’re having a conversation, and not lecturing. It’s important that the other person gets a chance to speak as well, and preferably earlier
in the conversation. Allowing them to speak will help you gain their trust and gives you more information to work with when you respond.

• Put yourself in their place. You’re more likely to resolve the problem if you’re able to walk in the other person’s shoes for a moment to appreciate
their perspective.

• Be flexible and tolerant. Differences in opinion are what make the world go around. Keep an open mind. Embrace complex situations and think of
everything as a learning experience.

Additional resources

• Solutions to cat-related issues

• Best Friends web page on community cats

• Best Friends’ frequently-asked questions about trap/neuter/return (TNR)

• Conflict resolution for the animal welfare field 

https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr/solutions-cat-related-issues
https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr
https://bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr/frequently-asked-questions-about-tnr
http://bestfriends.s3.amazonaws.com/nmhpconf/2010/ConflictResolutionHandbook_SingleSided.pdf

