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  This book is dedicated to my dad, Skip Fereday, who instilled in me from a young age the love of all God’s creatures. It was often said of him that kids and animals were drawn to him. From my first pet, “Mini” the poodle, to our first rescued stray dog, Lucky, the twenty-two hamsters we had at one time, numerous cats, and many other furry creatures you allowed to be a part of our family, you brought me to the devotion I have to animal care today. Without my dad’s love and support, encouragement, and devotion over the years, my career as a pet care professional might not have seen fruition. For all you’ve done for me, I thank you dad and dedicate this book to you in loving memory.
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  Pets are becoming true members of the family, being treated as such. Thus, pet owners are seeking reliable care for their pets and looking for a professional pet sitter to come to their home. People who work long hours and feel guilty about being away from their fur children are hiring dog walkers for midday care. Families are traveling for vacation and require the care of a professional pet sitter. Business people are being asked to leave behind their beloved pets more as they are asked to travel for work. The pet industry continues to thrive even in slowing economies and proves that pets are an integral part of our lives.




  There is a definite need for the professional pet sitter. In the past people relied on the neighbor or kid down the street, but as pets have become a more important aspect of our family and as the security of homes has become an issue, people are turning to professionals to provide the much-needed care for their pets.




  The professional pet-sitting industry is a new one, becoming a recognized profession only within the last twenty years. This book will guide you through the initial phase of imagining what your pet-sitting business will entail to the nuts and bolts of the daily work of being pet sitter, accountant, sales force, and complaint department. This can be intimidating when you start. In the words of Dave Ramsey, “you have to leave the cave, kill something, and drag it home” to make a living. Although there might be clients out there for your business, it will be your job to draw them to you and to ensure that the quality care you provide is the best they can find. One of the most enticing things about starting a pet-sitting business is that you can do it while you are still working in another job. So it doesn’t have to be sink-or-swim. You can dog paddle along until the waters are smooth enough to break away.




  Another great aspect of starting your own home-based pet-sitting business is that it can be done with little investment. There’s no expensive equipment to buy or large inventories to keep on hand. People are paying you for your time with their pet and your expertise in dealing with animals.




  Although in a sense you will be working alone, you will get to meet some of the best pet owners in the world. Some of these people will likely become good friends. As a professional pet sitter you will get to see mostly the good side of pet ownership. Unlike shelter workers, who provide an invaluable service, you won’t have to deal with mistreatment of animals very often. Unlike veterinarians who have to deal with illness and death regularly, you get to focus your attention on the liveliness of your clients and to make their day more fun.




  This book doesn’t cover every aspect you will encounter as a pet sitter. Like I tell my staff, “I could tell you a thousand and one things about this business, and you’d encounter number one thousand and two.” The pet-sitting profession is still new enough to be evolving. Don’t be afraid to make your business your own and incorporate ideas from several sources. Working as a pet sitter requires good, old fashioned OJT (on-the-job training). As you move through your first year in business, you will undoubtedly establish your own way of doing things that suits your business and your market of pet owners. You will become more comfortable dealing with varying types of people and pets, scheduling challenges, and even learn from some bumps in the road. Pet sitting is a profession that definitely isn’t the same every day and provides rewards that go way beyond the monetary income.




  This book is not meant as a guide to the only way to start and run a pet-sitting business. Nor is this book meant as an endorsement as the only right way to run your business. It, however, will get you headed in the right direction with the sound and solid practices that have worked for many pet-sitting businesses that are maintaining their success for the long run. Some of these pet-sitting businesses are owned and operated by one indvidual after many years in business, and some have grown into huge companies that employ and contract out work to over fifty staff pet sitters. Where you take your pet-sitting business is up to you and your goals, but the work, clients, and pets are out there waiting for your business.
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        So, You Want to Start a Pet-Sitting Business!
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  Congratulations! You are considering stepping out on your own and starting a home-based pet-sitting business. If you are an animal lover, chances are you’ve helped a friend, family member, or coworker at some point in your life with his or her pet care needs. In fact, until just a few years ago, the term pet sitter meant the kid down the street or the neighbor who agreed a couple of times to put out some food and let the dog out, and you filled that need. When you helped your friend or family member, you might have thought to yourself, “This would be a great job! I wish I could do this all the time!” It’s true. It can be a great job. After all, who wouldn’t want to play with animals all day? But can taking care of other people’s pets really generate a livable income?




  The pet industry is booming. According to the American Pet Products Association, the total dollars spent on pets and their care, feeding, and well-being have doubled since 1998. In just the last five years, the industry has grown from $36.3 billion to $47.7 billion (an almost 25 percent growth). To put that into perspective, that cumulative total of $47.7 billion is more than the entire revenue generated by the toy industry in America. Pet sitting falls under the “pet services” category in the pet industry, which alone accounts for over $3 billion.




  

    When I started pet sitting in 1998 I never imagined our home-based business would generate enough work and income to support a family of five. I often stop and think how amazing it is that a business taking care of beloved pets can really do that! It truly amazes me. What a blessing. We grew our pet-sitting business with a small investment of a couple of hundred dollars and a book we bought online to a business employing fifteen part-time pet sitters and supporting our family comfortably. Your home-based pet-sitting business can do that, too.


  




  In the last fifteen years, pet sitting has become a recognized profession with accreditation programs, national, regional, and local organizations, and continuing education opportunities. Our culture has come to value household pets as family members, and their comfort and care by trained, experienced, and reliable professionals are a nonnegotiable household budget item.




  Several demographic, economic, and philosophical changes have led to the growth of pet sitting as a recognized and needed profession:




  ▪ Changes in community structure




  ▪ Changes in family structure




  ▪ Changes in travel reasons/patterns




  ▪ Changes in the way people view family pets




  Let’s take a closer look. In the fairly recent past, communities were settled by families that consisted usually of a two-parent household in which one parent worked at the same job for decades while the other parent managed the household, including caring for the family pets on a daily basis. The family members lived in the same house for many years, they knew their neighbors, and it was standard practice to ask neighbors to help care for the family pet while they were on their annual vacation. Rarely did the family members choose or need to travel together, leaving the house unattended. Business trips were conducted by the working parent, and the status quo was maintained at home. In addition, the family pet likely either stayed outside or was allowed in only certain parts of the house. It was rare to hear someone describe a pet as a “member of the family.”




  Looking at today’s communities, you still find families like the one just described, but you also find several families, including single-parent families, new to the area. Our communities today are more dynamic, with families moving in and out more frequently. Many households consist of double-income families that work longer hours, leaving pets unattended for long hours during the day. And lastly, the average cat or dog over the last one hundred years has gone from sleeping in the barn to the back porch to the kitchen to the owner’s bed. Most people these days eagerly tell you about their four-legged furry family members. They aren’t just pets anymore—they are family. These are your clients.




  People need you because:




  ▪ They are single and work long hours or travel frequently for work or pleasure.




  ▪ They are retired and travel frequently for pleasure.




  ▪ They are double-income couples who work long hours and need help during the day.




  ▪ They are families that enjoy frequent travel for pleasure.




  Are there a market and a need for pet sitting? You bet! Can you fill that need? Is the work for you? Is running your own business for you?




  People enter the professional pet-sitting field for many reasons. Some people have become discouraged with other work that seems unprofitable either emotionally or financially. Others have found their way to opening their own pet-sitting business by way of a job loss or downsizing. Still others are full-time moms and dads looking for additional income to help support the family in a way that provides flexible scheduling. Whatever the reasons are that have brought you to consider opening your own pet-sitting business, chances are you were drawn to the field because of your love for animals.




  “Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your life.”




  —Confucius




  When people ask me why or how I started pet sitting professionally, I answer, “Because I love pets and people, and I wanted to find a way to provide a service to both.” I’ve met several would-be pet sitters who say that they want to start pet sitting because they like dealing with pets but not with people. Although it is true that the majority of your day pet sitting will be mostly you and your furry, feathered, or finned companions, it is important to truly understand how important the human owners of those companions are to your business. I have yet to have a dog or cat sign a check or give me a credit card. A natural affinity with pets is a necessity to a successful pet-sitting business, but rapport with your human clients is equally important. A pet sitter is in the pet and people business! Stop now and take an honest look at your willingness to deal every day with people from all backgrounds, with all personality types—some you probably find yourself drawn to and others with whom you won’t be comfortable.




  Owning your own pet-sitting business means that you have to be the sales department, the care provider, and the person who handles complaints and even collections. People skills are necessary.




  

    My Story




    I often am asked why I started Cathy’s Critter Care. People will ask you, too! It is important that you be able to tell them your reasons, your history, and your story. Work on your reason “why” and have your self-promotion material ready!




    Here’s mine. I have an education in animal care and training—a biology degree from Texas State University with a minor in psychology. I worked my way through college in the retail field and acquired invaluable customer service training along the way. All of these things helped pave the way to success with Cathy’s Critter Care.




    I worked as a zookeeper at the San Antonio Zoo before I started my human family. When my first son came along in 1997, I wanted to stay at home with him and raise him, so I left the zoo. We quickly realized, though, that surviving and thriving on one income were nearly impossible. One night my husband read about the concept of professional pet sitting on the Internet. He excitedly told me the next day that he had found something he thought would be great to try and that he had bought a book on the subject. My first thought was, “How much was the book?” I read it, then I started with one client, who turned into two. Those two clients became four and so on. I honestly believe pet sitting is what I was meant to do.




    My first clients were direct referrals from the two veterinarians I worked for and from local (and free) advertising I did through a local television auction. I can remember how nervous I was at my first preservice visit with my first client. My palms were sweating. She turned out to be a great client, and things went smoothly with her pet care.




    My second client could meet with me only in the middle of the day, and she was leaving on short notice. This left me having to take my six-month-old son along with me to meet the client. She didn’t mind and enjoyed the meeting. She and her husband were clients for numerous years until they retired and purchased an RV, and now their pets travel with them. Things have changed for me significantly since then. I probably wouldn’t ask my clients if I could bring along an infant with me on a meeting. But just as my business has changed, the acceptance of pet sitting as a professional service, much like any other professional service a client can call on, has changed as well. Clients now tend to expect a more professional standard of care from their pet sitter. But that’s what worked for my business then, and as I grew my business, my life and circumstances changed. Don’t be afraid to make a decision based on what is right for you. There will be clients out there for you, and if you find that what you’ve decided doesn’t seem to be working, you aren’t stuck with that decision. Make changes in your structure so that you can accommodate what your clients want. That might mean researching drop-in babysitting options or hiring someone to help you.




    Over the course of the years that I’ve been pet sitting, I would like to think I’ve seen just about everything and met just about every kind of person, but I am often surprised at the circumstances I encounter and the myriad people we work for. In this business you have to be ready to think on your feet in an emergency and problem solve with a sense of calm. There are probably 101 things that I could list that you might encounter, such as:




    ▪ Clients home when they’re not supposed to be




    ▪ Changed locks




    ▪ Extra pets at a house




    ▪ Working for people who don’t have the same housekeeping standards as you




    ▪ College-age kids home for the weekend asleep on the couch




    ▪ Bugs in pet’s food




    ▪ Broken refrigerators




    But with this job comes the knowledge that just when you think you’ve seen it all, done it all, and scooped it all, the business of pet sitting throws something new at you. That’s what makes it an ever-changing and never-boring job. The fact that just about anything can happen on any given day means each day isn’t the same. The best asset a person starting a home-based pet-sitting business can bring to the table is a good ability to problem solve.


  




  If you develop the kind of relationship your clients value, not only will you be asked to pet sit for your clients, but you will also find yourself counseling them on topics from basic animal behavior issues to grief counseling, if and when they lose their beloved family pet. People will seek your input on everything from what litter to use for their new kitten to the right food to give their older pet. You might even find yourself discussing their personal problems with neighbors, their kids, and other topics not related to their pets. Your ability to listen nonjudgmentally to clients is a skill you need to bring to your business or develop through self-training. It’s often a sign of trust when a client shares topics with you that you might not think pet care encompasses. You want your clients to trust you! With trust comes a natural openness that might catch you off guard. However, it is also vital to set your own boundaries with clients. You will want to remember that you have a business relationship, and your primary goal is to help care for their pets and home.




  How Much Will You Make?




  As with any other business endeavor, you want to make sure that you are conducting a business that makes a profit. You might not show a profit for as long as your first three years, but you will still be making money. Any business that doesn’t make money for its owner is just a hobby. Although pet care and pet sitting are fun and can seem like a hobby, chances are you are looking at starting a home-based business to make money.




  It’s hard to estimate exactly how much any given pet-sitting business will make. Several factors determine gross and net income. Some of these are:




  ▪ Profit margin on services




  ▪ Market share




  ▪ Availability to meet client needs




  

    Total revenue (gross revenue) – expenses = profit (net revenue)


    Profit – taxes = take-home pay


  




  I know that you want some idea of what you can make pet sitting, though, so here are some rough estimates. Keep in mind that these are averages. Pet sitting is a new industry, and unlike in other services or goods that have been around for decades, there isn’t much historical data to draw from. The national average for a thirty-minute visit is about $17. But does that mean that is the price you should charge? Maybe but maybe not. With some research into your market and what your actual operating costs are, you will be able to determine the correct price for your business.




  When you start pet sitting, it’s not too bad on some of the busy days in the summer or around holidays when you have ten to twelve visits to do in a day. But you can’t keep up that pace and last for long. You will need to allow for rest and give yourself some lighter days. The cyclical nature of pet sitting will lend itself to these downtimes during your first year in business, but be careful not to overextend yourself and run into the dreaded b-word: burnout. You can do ten to twelve visits for four to five days, but with anymore than that you run the risk of getting run down physically, emotionally, and mentally.




  It is completely feasible to estimate that in your first year of pet sitting part-time you can gross between $12,000 and $20,000, depending on your location, market share, and availability. If you do not have another job, have an open market and a booming client base, and can devote more time to your business, you could see gross revenue up to $30,000. Pet-sitting businesses are growing at a quicker pace than in the past. I believe this increase is due to the fact that more people understand the concept of hiring a professional pet sitter and are seeking those services. You won’t have to fight the battle as much to let people know what you do. Most pet-sitting businesses in their growth phase see about a 25 percent increase in business from year 1 to year 2 and about the same from year 2 to year 3. So, if you gross approximately $12,000 your first year, you can project grossing about $17,000 your second year. Don’t forget to account for your expenses before you start banking on bringing home an extra $1,000 a month. The business plan that you put together will help you get a better grasp on what you will make after your expenses are paid.




  One way to generate more income is to offer add-on services to your pet-sitting business.




  Some options for your pet-sitting business include:




  ▪ Pet taxi service




  ▪ Dog training




  ▪ Cat behavior




  ▪ Errand service




  ▪ Dog party planning




  ▪ Homemade pet treats (check your health department regulations)




  ▪ Boarding at your home (be sure to check your local zoning codes and regulations)




  ▪ Trips to the dog park




  ▪ Private consultation services on pet-related topics from a new pet to dog behavior




  Through Wind and Sleet and Snow




  Pets have to be seen and cared for every day. They have to eat, be taken out or have their litter cleaned, and receive companionship from their caregiver. There’s no staying home on your part because of an ice storm or 5 inches of rain. Pet sitters must be available to work 365 days a year in all kinds of weather and in all kinds of circumstances. There are early morning trips out in the cold of winter, midday walks in the heat of summer, and late-night care when the wind is howling and your pajamas are calling. Prepare yourself for these situations, and you will be better prepared for the hardships of the work. (In extreme circumstances, neighbors might be able to help, but you are being hired to ensure the pets are cared for appropriately. It is your responsibility to make sure that it happens.)




  Can You Really Work When You Want To?




  The freedom of working for yourself, when you want to, and having the ultimate in flexibility draws many people to owning their own business. Pet sitting, however, is different from many other businesses in that it requires work when most people are off from work spending time with their friends and family. Housekeepers are able to schedule cleanings on days before and after major holidays and generally don’t work late into the evening. The same holds true for repair services like computer or handyman businesses. Even pet-grooming companies rarely see clients during holidays or after hours.




  Unless you fill a specialized niche, pet sitting often requires work on holidays, early mornings, and late nights. When people are taking off for spring break, Easter, summer vacations, and, of course, Thanksgiving and Christmas, that’s when you will be most busy. This can sometimes take a toll on your family. Be certain you have a clear understanding of these demands and that you have the important people in your life on board with your decision to pet sit professionally. As the business owner, you have the final say in whether or not you work on any specific holiday, but it is important that you realize this is primarily when you will be needed. Embrace the knowledge that you will come to love the smell of cooking turkeys as you walk dogs Thanksgiving morning. Holiday care is a necessity for almost any pet-sitting business looking to grow and thrive.




  Pet sitting is cyclical in its revenue stream and client demands. Generally speaking, pet sitters are often busiest during the weeks of Thanksgiving and Christmas. Next busiest are the summer months of June, July, and August as well as spring break. Down months are January, February, and often mid- to late September (right after school starts). Keep in mind that the clients who hire you throughout the year will need your services during these busy times, and you might be picking up new clients during these busy times. There are ways to take off during a holiday occasionally, but it is not the norm. Most pet sitters choose to take their time off during their slower periods. The cyclical nature of a pet-sitting business is represented in the chart that follows. It’s important to plan for your busy times by not overbooking yourself. Equally important is to set aside some of your income to help balance out the slower times.




  Keep in mind that when you run your own pet-sitting business, you are the boss and that you ultimately get to decide when you take clients. There is some flexibility in what you choose to do and when, but being available when your clients need you most will prove important in building your client base enough to establish and grow your business.




  Your Commute to Work




  Unless you have reliable and easy-to-use public transportation, your biggest expense of time and money will be your commute. I can’t stress enough the amount of driving that pet sitting involves. Obviously you will be driving from one client to the next, so prepare yourself for this inevitability. If you like books on tape, now’s the time to listen. Depending on your service area, you might spend between five and twenty minutes driving from one client’s home to the next. Make sure you have a vehicle that is good on gas mileage and relatively reliable. The IRS offers a mileage deduction for business travel, so keep track of the miles you drive from one client’s home to the next or even to the post office to mail client invoices or to pick up your mail from your post office box.
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    Pet-Sitting Number of Visits per Week


  




  Your Friends’ and Family’s Take on Pet Sitting—Is It Worth All This?




  In order for you to be successful long term as a self-employed pet sitter, a support system is absolutely necessary. If you are part of a family unit, your family has to be on board. There will be early mornings and late nights and a lot of holiday work. Inevitably at one point or another, your family members might feel like it’s just not worth all of the time you have to spend away from them. They might think, or even say, things like, “Why don’t you have a job where you can be at home at night?” They might resent the fact that you have to go out in the middle of Thanksgiving Day to see a family of dogs that needs to be let out. These are the real and tough situations you might be faced with. Sometimes it’s difficult for those closest to us to see the benefits of flexible scheduling. It’s easy to forget how constraining a full-time job working for someone else can be.




  

    To view the current rate for mileage deduction allowed, visit www.IRS.gov. The mileage deduction changes from year to year and sometimes even within a given tax year if there are big fluctuations in the price of gas. Be sure to keep track of your miles driven for work. It is likely to be one of your biggest business expenses and deductions.


  




  Even today almost thirteen years after starting Cathy’s Critter Care, it is hard for my kids, who are currently all school age, to understand that I am not always gone. From their perspective it seems that I am either coming or going to a pet-sitting visit and rarely at home with them. This, I assure you, isn’t the case. We have ample time to go to the movies or the park. I am at almost every class party, field trip, and sporting event. Sometimes they just have to be reminded of how frequently you are there. I mention this now because having happy people around you who are on board with your home-based pet-sitting business is of vital importance to your success. To thrive long term, you will need support from the people around you. That might mean that your spouse helps you with maintaining the house, answering the phones, or even just lending a supportive ear to listen when you need to flesh out a new plan or vent about a frustrating day.




  It might be a good idea when you are starting out to coordinate with another pet-sitting business owner to help with any unforeseen emergencies that happen like flat tires, the flu, or overbooked weekends. Is your mom willing to help straighten out your accounting for the month or your best friend willing to babysit for you? There will be challenges, and it is vitally important that you have some human support even if it’s just a little cheerleading to keep you going.




  Your spouse can be your greatest asset, as mine has been, willing to help with preparing dinners, answering phones, and juggling schedules. Spouses can also be your greatest liability if they don’t see the benefit of your work. Talk over your plans with your immediate family and make sure everyone understands that even though your business is a home-based business, there will be time away throughout the day and other limitations on your time. Sometimes working for yourself requires more time away from your family than just the regular eight-hour workday. But there are other times when you have the freedom to spend a full afternoon with your family while everyone else is stuck in the humdrum of an office cubicle.
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