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Preface








The world is full of many kinds of people, ranging from those who can’t wait to open their own business to those who would like to but are terrified by the thought. Of course, many people fall somewhere in between: those who definitely intend to start a business but are a bit nervous about it. Perhaps that describes your current situation.


The prospect of leaving a full-time job and its steady income can be a source of great anxiety for the would-be entrepreneur. Such a dramatic change can put anyone’s nerves on edge! However, the following best practices for a business startup can alleviate a good amount of the startup jitters. In a world where even a quick jaunt to the grocery store can be fraught with complications, the hassle and risk associated with starting your own business might seem downright foolhardy.





But if you love animals and have always wanted to have a career working with them, this might be the perfect impetus for starting your own business. You’ve also dreamed of owning your own business. Running a pet business is fast becoming a viable way not only to earn a living but also to be your own boss and make a profit! It’s a relatively simple business to manage, and if you love pets, especially cats, you might say it’s purr-fect.


Note that pet businesses, especially pet-sitting, fall under the category of a service business, not unlike hair cutting, cosmetology, and auto detailing.


Pet-focused businesses also don’t take a huge amount of money in startup costs. At its most basic, you can get going with some word-of-mouth advertising and reliable transportation. And if you live in a city, that transportation can be as cheap as bus or subway fare!


In a city, you’ll find a wide variety of pets to take care of, from dogs and cats to lizards and ferrets. In part because of the multitude of cat photos on the internet, people have become friendlier to felines. As for city vs. country dogs, you might find fewer dogs in some cities, but city dogs need a lot more care than dogs living in the country. This includes daily walks both for exercise and for the animals to relieve themselves. Pets in rural areas—farm dogs and barn cats—usually don’t need much in the way of pet-sitting. Often this is because real farm folks don’t go anywhere—as the old saying goes, it takes a week to catch up from a day away from the farm! But the suburbs—ah, the suburbs—are a pet business owner’s dream! People in the suburbs often left the heart of the city precisely so they could have pets and a yard. These communities are teeming with people who need someone to watch Fido while they commute to work elsewhere. Many of these clients also spoil their pets rotten, so there’s a robust market for pet products and additional services like grooming and poop scooping.


The COVID-19 pandemic jolted the pet care industry in both directions. First it brought on a wave of new pet ownership, with many people getting a “pandemic pet.” These new pet owners may need someone to watch their pets should they return to work outside the home. Odd schedules of employment and a “gig” economy, along with greater concern for pets left home alone, have prompted more people to pay someone to take on the job of watching their beloved pet.


On the flip side, the vast increase in the number of people working from home has also seen pet owners decide that now that they’re home more often, they can take care of their pets throughout the day. Some pet sitters and pet-sitting services have, as a result, seen a sharp downturn in their businesses. Pet-care businesses such as Rover and PocketSuite were hit hard during the pandemic with Rover having to let go of 41 percent of their employees, while PocketSuite saw a 40 percent decline of bookings for dog walkers, and pet sitters, during the first two months of the pandemic. However, only a few months later, the business had returned to its prepandemic numbers. Why? Because those dog owners who no longer needed dog walkers or sitters spent the same money on having their pets groomed and/or trained.


What this means is that while those who return to the office, including many new pet owners, will need dog walking or pet sitting, it may be to your advantage to read about all the other offerings you can provide in the new world of homebased employees. This may be a great time to offer a wide array of pet-care products and add additional services to your offerings from grooming and training to taking animals to and from vet visits, to shopping for pet food and other items (which may include a few things the humans need) for your clientele. Rather than a few clients you see every day, you may need to have more clients whom you see once or twice a week—this will also be the case with clients who are returning to work only two days a week. If you love pets (which is part of the reason you’re in this business), you need to focus on increasing your services and seek out more parttime or occasional customers to succeed in the new world of business.


This book lets you in on the ups and downs of the pet industry, especially pet caretaking and pet-sitting. It can be relatively easy to get started. But you also need to be realistic about the idiosyncrasies of the business. The job is demanding, both in time and responsibility. Besides being good with animals, you must also be an excellent time manager. Last but not least, you need to have all the skills that every business owner needs—such as customer-service skills, organizational skills, and the ability to keep good records. You must be prompt and reliable and diligent in collecting payments.


Being trustworthy is also a key to your success. Your clients are entrusting precious members of their families to you. They need to feel confident that you will show up when you say you will, that you will take good care of their pets, and that they can entrust you with the keys to their homes and all the contents in them. That’s a big responsibility.


That said, a pet-focused business can be one of the most rewarding businesses to run. All the pet experts interviewed for this book brought up one critical point: by helping people take good care of their pets, you can feel good about your job. How many people can say that?


Other pet-related businesses are increasing in popularity and success on par with pet-sitting. Making pet-related products, such as all-natural dog biscuits, cat toys, and pet sweaters, can be a moneymaking venture. Pet massage, pet therapy, obedience training, day-care facilities, and almost anything else you can think of are potentially successful businesses. People are willing to pay to give a pet just about anything they are willing to give themselves.


We cover these opportunities, too, as a way to broaden your business and increase your profits. So if pet-sitting per se isn’t your thing, chances are you still can find a rewarding business to start and run in the pet industry.












CHAPTER 1Your Customers Are Human








You love animals. You would love to work for yourself. Why not, you think, combine the two in some sort of animal-related business? Good idea.


You could start many kinds of animal-related businesses—a grooming salon, a doggie day-care facility, a pet supply shop. But these kinds of businesses can get expensive—they require real estate and inventory. (We’ll talk about these more intense startup businesses in a later chapter.) In terms of startup costs, pet-sitting takes us back to one of the least expensive animal-related businesses you can start.





And then there’s the issue of marketing. Let’s say you begin to design brochures. But wait—suddenly you realize no pets on the planet will be reading your brochures. You need to appeal not to the pet, but to the pet’s owner—who is, of course, human. It is with humans that you will be discussing the details of your service over the phone and online and from whom you will be getting payment.




stat fact
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Current statistics vary widely, but approximately 89.7 million dogs and 95.6 million cats live in the U.S. today. According to the ASPCA, 68 percent of American households include at least one pet.





Pet-sitting is considered part of the service industry. The service industry isn’t for everyone. Providing people with a service can be frustrating at best and hair-pulling at worst! People are picky (and if you aren’t the people-pleasing type, customers can drive you downright crazy).


Of course, while the pet owner is away, you will be fulfilling your original intent—interacting with animals. In fact, Eva and Dorothy of DEPetWatch, in New York, found that after their initial interaction with the pet owner, which can be somewhat involved, the lion’s share of their contact is with the pets, except for the scheduling of new appointments.


So a word to the wise: With a pet-sitting business, your marketing efforts are directed toward humans, not animals. If the fact you’ll have to deal with people is OK with you, let’s continue!




Where to Start?


The steps to starting a pet-sitting business are the same as any other business. You need to:




	
►Determine if a market for your business exists in your area.


	
►Determine what you want out of your business, both financially and professionally.


	
►Choose an organizational structure.


	
►Choose a name (and check to see if it is available).


	
►Create a concise business plan if you are looking for investors.


	
►Get financing, if necessary.


	
►Obtain the appropriate licenses and permits.


	
►Set up your base of operations.


	
►Create a website (and check if the web address is available).


	
►Create marketing materials to attract customers.





Every business needs a structure and a base of operations. Service businesses are often uncomplicated, and a startup can be less expensive than other kinds of businesses. You don’t need the inventory that you would require to open a retail business or the equipment necessary for most offices. Occasionally, a service business needs some piece of specialized equipment—for instance, if you were to do rug cleaning. And with pet-sitting, you may find it’s more convenient if you keep some pet supplies stocked in your car, but most everything you need for pet-sitting is supplied by the pet’s owner. We’ll get to the above points in detail in other chapters throughout this book. But before you spend time and money designing a fancy website and sending out brochures in your local area, you must ask yourself an important question: Is there a market for a pet-sitting business in my area?







Is Anybody Home?


You hope not! For pet-sitting, you are looking for pet owners who are away from home at least occasionally, if not regularly.


First, you need to determine where your demographic area begins and ends. Look at how many residential communities are within a few miles of your home. Keep in mind that the farther you have to drive, or commute to and from your customers (the pet owners), the less you are earning. Once you determine how far you can travel without cutting into your profits, you can focus on the various communities by studying their demographics.


Look more closely for neighborhoods with private homes in kid-friendly areas. Families often have a pet or two or three. You can also locate where the pets are by driving around areas in the mornings or after nine-to-five work hours to see if a lot of people are walking their dogs. Check out nearby parks to see if you can find a dog park. Pet-sitting customers do have a few common characteristics. The main one is that they are almost always gainfully employed. And there is no better customer to have in any business than one who earns a steady income! The second thing is that your customers are away from home either occasionally or often. How often people in a given area travel is hard to find in the demographics.


The two key reasons that people are away and are looking for a pet-sitter are work and vacation. Many pet-sitting customers need to travel for their jobs. They make enough money at that job and have paid vacation time, which means they want to go on vacation a couple of times a year in addition to a few long weekends. Most of those instances—business travel and vacation travel—are not appropriate for pets to come along.


Most pet-sitting customers consider their pets to be part of the family and want to ensure that their pets are well cared for. Many people feel their pets are more content if they stay in the comfort of their own home rather than go to a kennel while they travel. They recognize that pets do well in familiar surroundings and benefit from having someone around. That’s where you come in!




tip
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Consider working for the competition before you start your own pet-sitting business. Be upfront about your intentions-if you are good enough, your competitor will be happy to have reliable backup when they are booked and can’t take a job for a good client.










Determine Your Demographics


How do you find out if gainfully employed pet owners exist in sufficient numbers in the area you would like to designate as your market? Along with online and inperson research, the following are some possibilities:




	
►Are there pet stores in the area(s)? If so, how busy are they? Besides finding online locations, you might go in and talk to the owners. You can ask if they have customers who have inquired about pet-sitting services. Perhaps there’s a bulletin board where you can put a flier or your business cards once you have them made.


	
►How many veterinarians does the area support? In some areas, new veterinary hospitals are popping up every year. Again, look them up online, and stop by veterinary offices or animal hospitals some weekday afternoon (when they are least busy) and ask the staff at the front desk if they get questions from clients regarding reliable pet-sitters. Veterinary offices can be your biggest allies, either through word-of-mouth or simply by leaving a flier or business card on their bulletin board or, if they don’t mind, a stack of business cards on their counter.


	
►Are there large businesses in your area? Are there large professional office parks with lots of white-collar businesses?


	
►Check with your local chamber of commerce. The staff’s knowledge of businesses in the community can help.










Cat Fight or Mutual Grooming?


What if there is already a pet-sitting business established in the area you would like to serve? Do you toss your idea? Hardly.


Look at the number of competitive pet-sitting businesses in the area that you are looking to cover. The larger the area, the more likely there will be space for new pet-sitting businesses. Call the competition as a pet owner (don’t tell them you’re going into the business) and simply ask some questions about their services for “Fido,” your pretend 5-year-old dog. Ask about their rates and availability, and read any and all reviews you can find about each pet-sitting service in your area. Keep in mind that whatever they’re doing wrong or are getting complaints about are things you will need to take note of to make sure you do them right. The competition’s weaknesses become your strengths.


Pet-sitting is a unique business venture, even among other service businesses. You should make an effort to get to know some other pet-sitters. They can use you as a backup when they’re not available, and you can use them as referrals for when you are too busy or simply unavailable on certain days. In pet-sitting, your schedule is dictated by your customers. If your customer calls and says they’re headed for Atlanta on Friday for a four-day conference and need you to look after their pets, you can’t tell them you’re too busy, but you’ll book them for the following weekend. If you are, in fact, too busy, you could refer them to someone else, who will hopefully return the favor. When you do these kinds of referrals, you do take the risk of losing a customer to the referral.







The Odd Dog Out


You want to think of ways to distinguish yourself from other pet-sitting businesses in the area. Perhaps there are already ways in which you are different—your credentials, your experience, your personal background. Be sure to promote these unique traits in your marketing materials. If your business goes beyond dogs and cats and includes farm animals, and you grew up on a thoroughbred racehorse farm in the middle of Kentucky bluegrass country, don’t keep that fact hidden deep in your resume. Flaunt it on your flier and let potential customers know that you have particular expertise that the competition does not. If you are available at times in which much of your competitors are not, that also bodes well.







What Do Humans Want?


In any service-oriented business, there are key things that customers want. But when you are taking care of their pets, you need to provide these things in spades. What are they?




Reliability


When you agree to meet the client at 10:00 A.M., get there at 9:50. Always be on time, preferably even a little early. If it’s an area with difficult parking, take a reconnaissance mission and find out if there’s a municipal lot nearby or where easily accessible parking is available. Some cities have parking apps, while in other cities, such as New York, you may be best not driving, so look for mass transit to the neighborhood in which your client resides and give yourself enough time to take the subway or bus. Your clients may not worry if they arrive home from work at 6:00 P.M. or 7:30 P.M. to let their dog out, but they care what time you arrive if they are paying you to get there at 6:00 P.M. to care for their pet. Reliability is first and foremost in this business!







Trust


Pet owners need to feel you can be trusted implicitly. This is the most critical element of a pet-sitter’s resume. Not only are you taking care of beloved pets, but often you are entrusted with the key to the customer’s home and access to all its contents.


You can instill this trust in many ways—through your advertising, your marketing materials, your website, and your demeanor both in person and over the phone. Each point of contact with the public is an opportunity for you to build trust. You will certainly be expected to provide character references, and you should have a list of people ready who can vouch for you at a moment’s notice. These can be former employers from other jobs, teachers, people whom you’ve worked with on charitable projects, etc. Be sure to forewarn those people that you are starting a pet-sitting business and that you are putting their names on your reference list. If a potential client calls, you don’t want your reference to sound surprised and stammer to come up with some appropriate comments because they haven’t seen you in years.


You can also offer to take care of some cats and dogs for free for friends and neighbors so they can say some nice (and honest) things about you when people call for references. If you’ve watched a neighbor’s pet several times, perhaps they’ll be perfect for a testimonial on your website.







Confidence


To woo customers for pet-sitting, you need to gain their confidence. They need to believe that not only are you trustworthy enough to be given a key to their home, but you are completely, utterly, and totally reliable. How do you do that? By being completely, utterly, and totally reliable. And then let those customers who have the utmost confidence in you spread the word! Once your business is up and running, you can begin to use your existing clients as references for potential customers and add to those testimonials.








Professionalism


As with any business, you need to be professional. That doesn’t mean your business cards can’t have a picture of a fluffy little Pomeranian with a bow in her hair on it—in this business, they can! But you want to have business cards, brochures, perhaps a few ads in appropriate free giveaway local newspapers, and a website that looks professional, yet also pet friendly—all of which make you seem like you are neat, reliable, and professional. We’ll cover all your print and web needs in Chapter 4 when we do a deep dive on marketing.


Be sure to give estimates and invoices in print and on professional stationery. Don’t be loosey-goosey with your communication—if you are, a client may feel you are also going to be sloppy with getting to their house to walk their dog at the appointed hour.


Also, you need to look professional when you meet clients and potential clients in person. But a professional-looking pet-sitter doesn’t dress in a business suit! Khakis, clean jeans, T-shirts or knit polo shirts, and sturdy walking shoes or sneakers are probably more appropriate attire. You don’t want to appear looking like you will be offended if Fifi jumps all over you and scratches your skirt, or if Bob, the long-haired Burmese cat, rubs half his coat on your raw silk pants. Look like you would be willing to get down on your knees and greet the dog or crawl under the porch to reach the cat in his hiding place when the neighbor’s dog chases him under there. But try not to look like you just did all that. It’s a fine line, but in general, business casual is appropriate attire in this business.







Customer Care


All businesses have the opportunity to make customers feel either dispensable or important. Choose the latter every time, and you will retain old customers and gain new ones easily.




►Always be Charged and Ready


In a business like this, you will use your cell phone often. You need to be reachable at a moment’s notice. Get back to people quickly. Treat your cell phone like a piece of business equipment. You need the battery life and the value your phone offers to keep your business active and effective. If you waste the battery with personal activities like excessive texting or playing games while on the clock, it’ll cost you more than the need for an extra charge. If your battery runs out, your business can suffer. Have a car charger or rechargeable fuel rod on hand, and/or be able to charge your phone at your clients’ homes (ask them if it’s OK first). Better yet, always charge your battery before going to work!





The simplest thing you can do is return people’s calls promptly. It may sound obvious and simple, but it is also one of the most important things you can do to make customers feel appreciated. Another seemingly little thing you can do is remember your customers’ pets’ names (and your customers’ names as well, of course!). Have their names readily available on your phone. You also want to be consistent in what you tell people. If you’re available on Tuesday, be available on Tuesday—sure, an emergency can come up, but don’t make appointments you cannot keep or be irresponsible when it comes to your clients. This takes us back to the need for reliability.










Giving Good Customer Service


All businesses deal with customers. Good customer service is the key to a successful business. How do you give good customer service in the pet-sitting business? It all starts with the phone, perhaps an email, and ends with excellent pet care. As you read through this book and get ideas for building and developing your business, always keep your customers in mind.


The steps are simple:




	
►Make a good first impression. Potential clients will probably contact you the first time by email. Get back to them quickly and set up a time to talk by phone. If they text, text back quickly—again, try to move the text to a conversation. This is the easiest way to ask and answer questions quickly. If you are not able to answer the phone, be sure to have a warm but businesslike personal voicemail greeting that tells them you will get back to them promptly, which should mean within 24 hours, if not within an hour or two. Let’s face it—pets sleep at some point, giving you a chance to make a return call or text.


	
►Be accessible. You might think that prospective customers consider you a busy person with a successful business if they can never get in touch with you, but in the service industry, this will likely work against you. Pet-sitting may mean that you are on the road a lot, but don’t expect customers to figure out what your daily schedule is like.


	
►Respond to people quickly. Check your calls, emails, and texts often. You might even be able to squeeze in a return call while today’s client’s Lhasa apso is wandering around the yard looking for the best place to do his business. Don’t, however, talk long while you are working. Tanya K., a New Hampshire pet-sitter, chooses to shut her cell phone off when she is on a job to avoid being distracted. Just leave a message letting the prospective client know you have received their call and you will be in touch shortly. If the call is from a current client—not just someone you sit for occasionally, but someone for whom you are pet-sitting that very day—call back immediately. In many cases, a client will text something like “Are you around this weekend?” You just need to respond that you are or are not, depending on your schedule. Perhaps you can rearrange that schedule—if that’s the case, let them know and work quickly before they call another pet-sitter.


	
►Have answers to clients’ and prospective clients’ questions. People have specific questions and concerns about hiring someone to take care of their pets. Have answers to these questions. Occasionally someone will stump you. But if someone asks if you know how to give shots to a diabetic cat, you should have an answer. Don’t say “Well, I’m not sure.” If you can do so, and have done this before, say so. If you have never given shots, you should also say so but add that you are willing to learn if the pet owner would like to teach you. (If the pet owner can do it, so can you.) Don’t charge extra to make a visit to learn how to give the injection; consider it a useful tool that you can use with other clients. Read more about situations such as this in Chapter 5.










Pest Control


In a service business, you are especially prone to having a small percentage of customers who want to take up the largest percentage of your time. In fact, there is a well-known principle called the 80-20 Rule that states 80 percent of your business will come from 20 percent of your clients. If these “regular” customers pay well and don’t take advantage of you (by frequently canceling at the last minute), they can make your business run a lot more smoothly. You can establish a pretty regular schedule. Remember, your customers are the key to the financial viability of your business. That makes them a necessary and valuable component, but it also means each customer has to make you money, not cost you money.


If, for instance, you are spending two hours each week on the phone with Mrs. Smith discussing the details of Fluffy’s bowel movements the day you took care of him, or Mrs. Smith calls you back seven times to make sure you remember to go by her house Friday afternoon to take care of Fluffy, this is time consuming. Your time needs to be compensated. At first, you may let Mrs. Smith be a little neurotic about a new person taking care of Fluffy. But after you have proven yourself reliable and she has become confident in your services (exhibited by her willingness to use you repeatedly), you need to make sure that Mrs. Smith’s business is in fact earning you money, not costing you.


Here are three simple ways to deal with difficult, time-sucking clients:




	
Take control of the conversation when they call. You need to be the one who determines when you hang up. This can become a bit of an art—you don’t want to hang up on them because that may hurt your chances of repeat business. But you need to make it clear that you have things to do and leave the conversation on a pleasant note. The same holds true with endless texts—you don’t want to be rude, but you need to make it clear that you are busy and cannot continue to read texts at this time.


	
Increase the fee you charge the client. You can tell them your general rates have gone up, or you can explicitly charge for follow-up phone time exceeding one 15-minute call or endless text messages.


	
Finally, you can be blunt with a time-consuming customer. If you are a master of diplomacy—and you should be if you are going to start any service business—simply find a polite but firm way to tell them that they take up too much of your time with repeated calls and that you are happy to chat with them once after your visit, or text briefly, but more than that requires an additional charge.







tip
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If your area has a lot of hotels, determine which ones allow pets. Post your fliers or leave business cards there. Guests with pets may retain your services to tend to their pet while they go sightseeing for the afternoon. You need to have access to professional services, such as veterinary care, to enable people to feel comfortable entrusting their pet to a stranger in a strange town, but it just might be a perfect niche!





You can also offset the phone calls or texts in a couple of ways. You should plan to leave a follow-up note with every client to let them know what you did throughout the day and if anything occurred that might seem unusual. Pet-sitter Amy C. in Maine is adamant about the importance of leaving notes for owners after each pet-care visit. Perhaps with Mrs. Smith, you should take a couple of minutes to leave notes that are longer than usual and see if that is enough to offset a phone call from her. You might also try making a follow-up call to her before she calls or texts you. This gives you control of the call and you are calling her on your schedule—which may not be perfect for her, so she may be quite willing to make the call a quick one if you caught her just before she was leaving the house for an appointment. In fact, figuring out when she may be busy—perhaps, you learn she plays bridge every Thursday evening at 7:00—and calling her a half hour before she usually leaves the house can be a useful way to keep a call short.


Sometimes, unfortunately, it may just pay to drop a customer from your books. If the person is too much of a pain in the neck, there is also the likelihood that same person will become annoyed with you over something and give you bad local reviews, spread negative word-of-mouth, or even increase the potential for a lawsuit. Some people cannot be satisfied and just aren’t worth the effort.







Are You Ready?


Are you trustworthy, professional, and reliable? Do you instill confidence about your abilities as a pet caretaker and your interest in animals? Then keep reading, you’ve got a business to run!
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