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  How to Start a Home-Based Pet Care Business




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—establishments close, phone numbers change, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author.




  Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and good luck!
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  Introduction




  ____________________




  When I joined my husband, David, at the Village Groomer in 1976, I had no intention of making pet grooming a lifelong career. My plan was to learn a new skill and help him out at the business he had founded in 1970. I really didn’t have a commitment to being a self-employed business owner, but life stepped in and did the planning for me.




  Although David dearly loved our grooming business, he also loved working with people in the health care field. In order to combine both occupations, David decided to return to school to earn a nursing degree. He was an eclectic person with omnivorous curiosity who succeeded at several occupations over the course of his life. The fact that our marriage survived his teaching me how to groom was a miracle in itself.




  I left my job as a newspaper correspondent to master the art of grooming, trading in my pen and notebook for a pair of scissors and a clipper. Interestingly enough, I found I could make more money by grooming pets than I did covering local government and politics. My new job soon became much more than an interesting sideline. I found I had a passion for grooming and experienced a genuine connection to the dogs and cats that came to our shop. Like falling in love, it came as a surprise. More than three decades later, that little shop David opened on Main Street has grown and blossomed into a much larger facility.




  As the business grew, my husband was drawn back into it, taking pride in its growth and relishing the friendships he forged with our clients and fellow pet care professionals. Our grooming and pet supply business had a hold on his heart; he could never leave it behind.




  When David became seriously ill in 1994, our daughter, Missi, came into the business to help out for a while. Lo and behold, the same thing happened to her. Her heart was captured and her mind intrigued by this profession. She left the world of corporate sales and never looked back, taking over the day-to-day management of the Village Groomer as if she had been born for the job. She modernized our salon and ushered our business into the twenty-first century.




  Just like me, many of my fellow colleagues in pet care just happened into this line of work as well. You may have picked up this book because you are bored or unhappy in your present job and looking for an alternative way to make a living. You may be waiting for the answer to present itself, for something new to catch your fancy.




  Although some folks still don’t consider pet care a “real” job, doing it successfully can be challenging. The best groomers are always developing their skills and talents. The best trainers embark upon a lifelong quest of learning about animal behavior. The best pet sitters gain a knack for business and often expand to offer many other services as they grow. You don’t need an Ivy League degree, you don’t have to look like a supermodel, and you don’t need the talent of a Michelangelo to succeed here. With love and dedication, you can build a career and a life.




  If you wish to pursue a career in this field, it will be up to you to discover your own path to success. No matter which pet care career you choose, I sincerely hope this book will serve as a guide for you, explaining the current market for your services, outlining the talents and skills required for each career, and describing the methods of training. I have tried to instruct you on various aspects of setting up your business, including the legal and financial information you need to make it a reality.




  You will need plenty of drive and determination to succeed in pet care. You will also need a special love and appreciation for our companions in this trip through life, our pets. Even though it really is fun to work with animals, a career in pet care is a serious business. You may be your own boss working from your home, but you will need discipline to succeed. Study the checklists carefully and follow the steps to make sure you have sufficient resources before you launch your home-based business. Seek the best legal and financial advice you can afford.




  Reading this book is a first step toward starting your pet care career. I congratulate you and sincerely hope you will find success beyond your wildest dreams, discovering an unusual and rewarding way of life in the process.




  If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he had imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.




  —HENRY DAVID THOREAU




  Chapter One




  ___________________




  Why Pet Care?




  Are you an animal person? Does a backyard romp with your golden retriever refresh your soul? Is the sound of a cat purring your favorite lullaby? Do you find yourself telling your troubles to your poodle? Do you snuggle up to your pet in bed each night? There’s no need for you to feel embarrassed. You can come out of the closet now. You have plenty of company.




  We are rapidly becoming a nation of pet-crazy people. U.S. consumers are spending more on their pets today than ever before. In 1994, we spent $17 billion on our furry, finned, and feathered friends. In 2003, that figure grew to $32 billion. Most of us only wish we could track the same kind of growth in our investment portfolios!




  We tend to put our money where our hearts are. According to a 2004 survey of pet owners in the United States and Canada conducted by the American Animal Hospital Association, 93 percent would gladly risk their life for their pet. If they were stranded on a deserted island and could choose only one companion, 50 percent said they would opt for a dog or cat over a human, and when it comes to being a good listener, 45 percent chose their pet over their spouse or significant other. Ninety-four percent attribute humanlike personality traits to their pet, while 82 percent reported they think of their pet when they are away or during the work day. Not surprisingly, the majority of respondents also said they spend more on their pet’s care than they did three years ago.




  When it comes to pampering their furry babies, pet owners don’t hold back. Eighty percent of dog owners and 63 percent of cat owners regularly buy presents for their pets, and not just at Christmas, according to the 2004 survey by the American Pet Products Manufacturers Association. Doting owners also open their wallets for birthdays, Easter, Halloween, Valentine’s Day, Hanukkah, or for no special occasion at all. Three-quarters of dog owners consider their dog like a child or family member, and more than half of cat owners say the same.




  According to the survey, nearly all pet owners say companionship, love, company, and affection are the number one benefits to owning a pet. Fifty-nine percent believe pets are good for their health and help them to relax. Forty percent say owning a dog motivates them to exercise on a regular basis. And pet owners really are healthier, making fewer visits to the doctor than their pet-less neighbors do. By now we all know that petting an animal lowers blood pressure and stress levels, and pets also increase the survival rate of people with heart problems. When it comes to our emotional health, pets make great therapists, too. In fact, dogs are becoming increasingly popular in therapy work, used in hospitals and nursing homes to lift the spirits and awaken the communication skills of the elderly and ill.




  Such survey results always make interesting reading, but they don’t surprise me in the least. After three decades in the pet care field, I know firsthand how precious pets can be to their people. Believe me, pet owners dropping off their furry babies for a day of beauty at the groomer’s can be every bit as anxiety-ridden as parents leaving their human offspring at the day care center. I learned long ago that many members of my clientele look upon their animals as child substitutes. I’ve even heard it remarked that a child is a good dog substitute! I know that statement sounds outrageous and may even ruffle some feathers, but that’s the thing about pet ownership: It makes us lighthearted. It gives us permission to be silly. It charges up our capacity for play.




  Since I entered the field in 1976, the pet care industry has truly come of age. When I left my job as a newspaper correspondent to groom dogs with my schoolteacher husband, I heard a lot of jokes about “going to the dogs” or “playing with the pooches” as opposed to having a real job. In twenty-plus years of working together, David and I raised and educated three children, one of whom is now my business partner. Until my husband’s death in 1996, we enjoyed running a successful small business, gaining the friendship of countless four-legged friends and their human owners. We were rather unlikely entrepreneurs, “flower children” of the sixties who came full circle, becoming respected burghers in the small-town business community and savoring many unexpected rewards in the process.




  Since we opened that first little mom-and-pop shop three decades ago, the grooming industry has been transformed. We now use state-of-the art equipment, most of which was nonexistent when I was apprenticing to learn my grooming skills. Electric tables, force dryers that sweep moisture from the coat, labor- and water-saving bathing systems, improved clippers, superb scissors, computers, automatic vacuum systems for clippers, attractive hair-proof uniforms, plus a plethora of products to make pets look and feel beautiful—all these have transformed what was once considered a hobby into an increasingly respected profession.




  This ever growing passion for pet ownership has not gone unnoticed by corporate America. Although the pet care industry is still dominated by small businesses, many groomers now face increased competition from the pet superstore chains, which now offer obedience classes and grooming services in addition to food and supplies. Popping up all over the country to compete with pet sitters and kennel operators are aggressively marketed corporate boarding facilities that are as streamlined and luxurious as posh hotels for humans. Despite this trend, independent pet care providers continue to thrive. There’s room for us all in this animal-worshipping lovefest.




  Compare it to making your travel plans: You could book reservations at a Holiday Inn or choose instead to bunk at a quaint bed-and-breakfast. It’s a simple matter of preference. Pet ownership occupies a special place in the innermost sanctuary of our hearts. Pet owners treasure a supremely personal connection when it comes to the people to whom they entrust their precious animals. Pets are, after all, family members, and the importance of that familiar caring bond in delivering quality pet care can never be overstated.




  Pet Services in Demand Today




  The pet parade marches on. During the past decade, the number of pet-owning households in the United States has continued to surge. According to the American Pet Products Manufacturers Association (APPMA), that figure now stands at 63 percent, up from 56 percent in 1988.




  Economists tell us this trend will continue no matter how the economy dips and surges. Pet ownership appears to be recession-proof. Even when we refrain from travel, gourmet dining, or buying a new car, our joy in owning pets hits us where we live. Their reassuring presence adds to our enjoyment of the comforts of home. As the number of pets increases, so does the need for pet care services.




  Pet Grooming




  With a dog and cat population of 163 million, the grooming industry is undoubtedly on the move. At last count, there were 28,000 pet grooming businesses in the United States, averaging at almost 5,000 pets per grooming establishment. Those are interesting statistics, but in reality, only half of this country’s dogs and cats regularly visit a groomer. As the public becomes increasingly aware of the benefits of grooming to dog and owner alike, business will continue to mushroom. The truth about cats and dogs is this: They need groomers.




  All dogs and cats benefit from professional grooming. Yesteryear’s amusing stereotype of the froufrou “poodle parlor” is fading as owners realize that a clean, well-groomed pet is much more enjoyable to live with and love than the smelly, matted “backyard dogs” we might have known when we were growing up. Even shorthaired dogs shed and need periodic brushing, bathing, nail trimming, and ear cleaning. Longhaired and double-coated breeds need frequent brushing to reduce shedding and keep their coats from turning into tangled tumbleweeds. Longhaired cats require frequent grooming to keep them looking gorgeous, and their shorthaired counterparts benefit from an occasional bath and brushout as well.




  Like human haberdashery, canine coats come in all types and sizes. Their different grooming needs determine the amount of money owners will have to spend to care for them properly. Every breed of dog should visit a professional groomer at least four times a year. Most dogs shed heavily in the spring and fall, but many drop coat year-round. This is largely due to the fact that today’s dogs are true members of the family. They live with us indoors, sharing our heated homes under artificial lighting, their coats no longer taking seasonal cues from Mother Nature.




  The professional groomer learns to execute the proper trim on all breeds and to groom mixed breeds to look like the type of dog they most resemble. A monthly trip to the groomer is highly recommended for those breeds requiring the most upkeep: the Lhasa apso, shih tzu, standard poodle, Maltese, Afghan hound, soft-coated wheaten terrier, bichon frise, Old English sheepdog, bearded collie, and American cocker spaniel. These are the high-maintenance beauties of the dog world.




  Requiring grooming every six weeks or so are the mini and toy poodle, miniature schnauzer, Pekingese, West Highland white and Yorkshire terriers, springer spaniel, and Portuguese water dog. An eight-week grooming schedule is advisable for the golden retriever, Irish and English setters, and such terriers as the wirehaired fox, Scottish, cairn, and Airedale.




  Dogs that require no haircut but need to see the groomer every eight to twelve weeks for coat upkeep include the German shepherd, collie, Samoyed, husky, malamute, keeshond, Akita, Shetland sheepdog, and Newfoundland. Smooth-coated dogs like the basset hound, bulldog, pug, beagle, Labrador retriever, dalmatian, and rottweiler are kept clean and odor-free by visits to the groomer at least four times a year. The amount of grooming an individual dog will need also depends on the amount of upkeep the owner is willing to provide at home between grooming appointments.




  The remarkable array of dog breeds in all its infinite variety and the vast amount of knowledge to be learned about their care are part of the lure that draws people to a career in grooming.




  Pet Sitting/Dog Walking




  When I was growing up back in the fifties, there was no such thing as a professional pet sitter. Sure, people had lots of pets, but their role as surrogate children was mainly an idiosyncrasy of the very wealthy classes whose retinue of servants probably fulfilled the caretaking function.




  When the rest of us went on vacation, we put the dogs in a kennel, or maybe a kindly neighbor or relative took care of Fido and Fluffy and fed the fish. To be sure, such informal arrangements still exist today, but many of us recognize the importance of pets as family members and are willing to pay to have them pampered right at home. They need and deserve their own babysitters—or rather, pet sitters.




  Back then, the family vacation was an annual two-week event. In those simpler times, not many people logged hundreds of thousands of frequent-flier miles in the ordinary course of doing business. Women tended to follow the Donna Reed model: They got married right out of school, then they had babies. Stay-at-home moms were the norm.




  In the decades since then, society has undergone a sea of change. Life has become much more fast paced, and everyone, including Mom, is working outside the home. Young couples often postpone having children while they establish their careers. They may be upwardly mobile and always on the go, but deep inside they still feel the need to nurture. Pets have become their babies, and doting owners love to pamper them, spending billions on veterinary care, supplies, toys, treats, grooming, and training.




  At the other end of the spectrum, empty nesters find great joy in lavishing their pets with unconditional love. Pets and senior citizens have a mutually therapeutic effect on each other. In addition to the measurable physiological changes that we receive from interacting with a pet—lower blood pressure and stress levels, faster recovery from surgery and illness—caring for a pet gives purpose to our lives and staves off loneliness. Beyond providing good company, a pet’s presence gives an owner a sense of security. No matter how big or small, a dog’s bark to warn of an intruder can be a strong deterrent to crime. With more and more single people of all ages in our society and an increasing number of senior citizens, the role of the pet as a treasured companion is assured. The need for the pet sitter goes hand in hand with this trend.




  Our burgeoning pet population is not limited to felines and canines. Pet sitters also count birds, fish, and reptiles in their clienteles. According to the 2005–2006 APPMA pet ownership survey, there are now 148 million fresh- and saltwater fish swimming around inside 14.7 million homes, while 16 million birds brighten the days of their owners in 6.4 million households. Almost 6 million homes shelter another 18 million small animals—bunnies, hamsters, gerbils, guinea pigs, mice, domestic rats, chinchillas, and pot-bellied pigs—while 11 million reptiles—turtles, tortoises, iguanas, snakes, lizards, frogs, and toads—are a source of fun and fascination in 4.4 million homes. When their owners are away, all these cherished creatures need to be fed and cared for.




  Dog walking is also increasingly in demand as hard-working owners are realizing that most dogs were not bred to be couch potatoes. Tossing Rover a tennis ball on the weekend simply does not provide enough exercise and stimulation. Keeping a working or hunting breed cooped up all day is often a recipe for disaster. A bored dog will find things to do, most of them destructive. They don’t do this out of spite. Just like human children, dogs suffer from separation anxiety. Digging, chewing, and even self-mutilation are some of the ways they relieve such stress.




  Some dogs lapse into depression and lose their spirit from extended isolation. Dogs like these are getting a whole new lease on life from their much anticipated midday outing with the dog walker or through regular visits to a doggie day care center. Most pet sitters also provide midday walks as well as frequent daytime visits to help crate-train puppies. It’s impossible to housebreak a pup when you are away at work all day long.




  Other offshoots of a pet sitting operation include meal service and pet food delivery, administering medications, plant care, yard cleanup, pet taxi service to and from the groomer or vet, and puppy play group. Just like humans, dogs form friendships with each other. They love to romp and play with their pals. Of course, they should be tested for temperament before they join such a play group; not all dogs are compatible. Those showing signs of aggression, fear, or shyness would benefit most from a one-on-one midday outing.




  When I was young, my mother cleaned the house and cooked the meals while my father mowed the lawn and washed the car. Hiring a cleaning service, having meals cooked elsewhere and delivered, paying a lawn care professional, or having the car detailed were alien concepts to them. Today, many of us depend on service professionals to handle such tasks, freeing us up to take care of business or simply enhancing our quality of life.




  The old concept of the neighborhood has fallen by the wayside as well. In today’s hectic world, we relocate more often. Most of us barely know our neighbors. The idea of asking them to take care of our pets would seem like an imposition. We are also more security-minded. Now more than ever, the news of the day on TV or in the newspaper could more accurately be called the bad news of the day. Crime and violence are usually the leadoff stories. No matter where we live, we are not immune. Our homes and automobiles are equipped with alarm systems, and it’s hard to imagine a time when we didn’t look over our shoulders and lock our doors.




  The idea of a trustworthy, bonded pet sitter coming and going in and out of our home while we are away is reassuring. Pet sitters make the house look lived in, taking in the mail, opening and closing the blinds, switching lights on and off as they go about their business. Their presence increases our sense of security, another reason why the demand for this service is on the rise.




  Pet sitters also enhance the lives of our pets as they deliver personal attention, food, exercise, play, and loving care in familiar surroundings. Owners need not transport them to boarding facilities or worry about leaving them in a strange place. I do not intend to denigrate kennels here. They play a huge role in the pet care industry. Many are clean and modern boarding facilities owned by people dedicated to providing excellent care, but although some pets eagerly anticipate their “vacation” away from home, not all pets adjust well to their stay at the kennel. If pets could talk, many would echo Dorothy’s sentiments in The Wizard of Oz: There’s no place like home.




  Pet sitting is one of today’s fastest growing service-oriented home-based businesses. Pet Sitters International (PSI), the largest association for professional pet sitters, now lists nearly 6,000 members in all fifty states, most Canadian provinces, and many other countries as well. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics correctly predicted that the number of “animal caretakers,” a category that includes pet sitters and dog walkers, was expected to increase 38 percent between 1990 and 2005.




  Recent statistics show that pet sitters are now visiting approximately ten million homes annually. That’s better than a 5 percent increase in households using their services within the last ten years. According to a 1998 survey conducted by the Iams Company, of the two-thirds of pet owners who use some type of pet care when traveling, 30 percent use a pet sitter, 22 percent a kennel or veterinarian, and 14 percent rely upon friends or relatives. As quietly as a kitten on the prowl, pet sitting has caught the pet-loving public’s fancy as their new favorite choice when they must travel and leave furry, finned, or feathered friends at home.




  Obedience Training




  Dogs are always learning, even when you’re not trying to teach them. That old adage “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks” is simply not true. Canines continue to learn throughout their lives. It’s part of the reason they have survived and thrived since they came in from the cold to join us at the campfire 13,000 years ago.




  When I was growing up, dogs roamed the neighborhood and more or less did what they pleased. One of our dogs was a canine bigamist. He had two homes and two families who fed him and enjoyed his company, the best of both worlds. Those were the days before leash laws, before litigation at the drop of a hat, when no one ever heard of a pooper-scooper law.




  Dogs have not changed in the intervening years, but times have. It is no longer safe or acceptable for dogs to roam at large. Unsupervised dogs can be destructive. They defecate on public and private property, fight with other dogs, frighten and injure adults and children. From the dog’s own standpoint, the situation is even worse. Loose dogs can be hit by cars, stolen, poisoned, or shot.




  Every dog needs obedience training. It’s not about learning to roll over and play dead or sit up and beg. It’s all about happily coexisting with man in an age-old partnership. It is no longer acceptable to have a dog that interferes with anyone else’s lifestyle. Besides, training your dog is fun! Most dogs cherish this special one-on-one activity. It gives them a challenge and a purpose, and they get to spend quality time with you. It’s one of the best ways to build the human-animal bond you share. A dog with a job is a happy dog. For the dog owner it increases the joy of dog ownership a hundredfold.




  Training cements the bond between dog and master. Just like us, dogs communicate, but they speak in a language of barks, whimpers, grunts, and growls punctuated by an amazing array of behavioral displays. As a professional trainer, you will gain access to this whole new lexicon and learn to transmit your wishes as well. Training opens up the lines of communication between Homo sapiens and Canis familiaris—man and his longtime best friend. As a professional trainer, you will serve as an intermediary between these two worlds.




  From the owner’s standpoint, the key to a mutually rewarding relationship with a dog begins with teaching the pet good manners both at home and in public. The ultimate goal is a dog you can take anywhere. In a basic obedience course, the pet learns to come when called, sit, heel on and off leash, stay, and drop to a down position on command. In some situations, mastering these commands could save the pet’s life. The dog should also learn to wait when a door is opened, to walk on a leash without pulling its owner’s arm out of the socket, and to refrain from jumping up on people or chewing on the furniture. Rowdy behavior may be amusing in a puppy, but dogs grow very fast, and there is nothing cute about being bowled over by a one-hundred-pound adult animal or getting dragged into traffic when your furry friend heeds the call of the wild.




  Beyond basic obedience lies a whole university of postgraduate courses, including competition obedience, agility, tracking, herding, search and rescue, protection training, hunting, field trials, sledding, racing, lure coursing, carting, weight pulling, water sports, therapy, and service dog training. As a professional dog trainer, you could spend your whole life studying and never run out of new areas to explore.




  Many owners feel that they can train their pets themselves. If they are willing to put in the time and effort on a consistent basis, they probably can. In the course of sharing the same living space, everyone who has owned a dog has participated in its training in some way, and today we have a whole library full of training books and videos with which to supplement our knowledge. However, there is a lot to be said for the structure that goes along with regular participation in a course with a skilled instructor. Not all owners have the innate ability or self-discipline to do it on their own.




  “Fifty percent of the population has a natural ability for this work. The other 50 percent are clueless,” observes Caryl Crouse, a veteran trainer from Plainville, Massachusetts, formerly known in the Boston area as Miss Canine Manners. “They don’t understand about tone of voice, body language, or other signals we give. It’s a different form of communication.”




  “A big part of our job is teaching the owners that dogs are not people,” says trainer Nancy Bradley of Norton, Massachusetts. “A lot of people anthropomorphize dogs, but they don’t think like people, they don’t act like people, and you can’t teach them like people.”




  Dogs are intelligent, thinking beings, but they are driven by instinct. They are also pack animals that feel most secure in a well-ordained hierarchy. The facility to master “dog-speak” is a prerequisite for a professional trainer. It goes hand in hand with the love and respect for dogs that drives a person to excel in this line of work.




  The first thing you need as a professional trainer is a well-trained dog of your own. “If you can’t train your own dog, don’t try to train someone else’s,” Crouse advises. She also feels it’s imperative for a trainer to be involved in some form of canine competition. In her view, such participation sharpens the trainer’s skills. “If you can’t problem-solve in the competitive behavioral area, you can’t expect to do it for the public.” Crouse always made a practice of hiring staffers who were successful and active with their own dogs in some form of competition.




  Myriad personality types exist within the canine family. The trainer must learn to deal with dogs that are submissive, fearful, dominant, or aggressive. “Every dog responds differently,” Crouse observes. “A trainer needs to learn from multiple sources. If you learn only one method, you are locking yourself out of other methods that might be more effective in a particular situation with a particular dog. Every dog is different. Even within a litter, each one has an individual personality.”




  Bradley shares her house with three large male dogs: two German shepherds and a Labrador retriever. All three came with a litany of health and behavioral issues, but her home is a peaceable kingdom. “I tell them when to do everything, when to pee, eat, and sleep,” she says with a smile. “I teach the client how to lead the dog. Once the dog realizes you are the leader, it won’t try to lead you.”




  A well-trained dog does not interfere with anyone else’s lifestyle. It becomes an asset, not a liability. As our population—both human and canine—grows and our open spaces shrink, the need will grow for professional trainers who can impart their skills so that our pets fit into our lives and our communities as true family members.




  In the United States today, the service sector looms larger than ever. It has accounted for twenty-two million of the twenty-five million new jobs created in the past thirty years. Careers in pet care are connected to this trend, and the best part of all is that you can begin your own career right where you live, working from your home. As pet owners increasingly consider their pets to be full-fledged family members, their desire for animal services and willingness to spend money for them will continue to grow.




  Is This the Field for You?




  You may have picked up this book because you are toying with the idea of making a career switch into the pet care field yourself. You may be fed up with your job in the corporate world, arising each morning to dress for success as your enthusiasm for running in place on the fast-track treadmill continues to wane. You may be a stay-at-home parent toying with the notion of combining your workplace with the comfort and convenience of being at home, or maybe you’re a harried commuter who spends far too many hours of your precious time on the freeway. I know bankers, lawyers, secretaries, teachers, real estate brokers, military retirees, and downsized dot-commers who now make their living caring for pets. So your dream may not be so far-fetched after all: In a 1999 Petgroomer.com survey of people seeking a career in this field, 67 percent of those who responded had never worked with pets before.




  Then there is the lure of being your own boss. Recent surveys reveal that one in three Americans would prefer to earn their pay right where they live. In 1997, 7.7 million workers were home based, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. With today’s mind-boggling advances in technology, this figure increases every year. Home-based businesses now represent 52 percent of all small firms and provide 10 percent of the economy’s total receipts, a healthy take of $314 billion according to the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA). The nation’s 25 million small businesses employ more than 58 percent of the private work force, generating more than 51 percent of the gross domestic product, and are the principal source of new jobs. Sure, you’ll work longer hours and probably take a hefty pay cut for the privilege of building your own business, but there is no denying the heady feeling of pride and self-esteem that comes from declaring your financial independence.




  You have the desire to become an independent businessperson and the dream of working from your own home. But how do you know if pet care is the right choice for you?




  The First Ingredient Is Love




  Unlike the Beatles hit of long ago, love is not all you need. To succeed in this field, however, it is undoubtedly the first ingredient. Pet care professionals must project their love for animals. If you are cranky or indifferent to an animal in front of its owner, believe me, you have just lost a customer. Pets themselves know who their friends are. They tune in to your emotions of love and kindness with an almost mystical ability. When it comes to your feelings for the animals in your care, you just can’t fake it.




  On a day when every dog you groom is either trying to leap off your table, take a bite out of the brush and/or your hand, or bark so long and loud that your head is throbbing, you will need a truckload of patience and a mountain of maturity. When that sparkling white bichon frise you just scissored to perfection has an “accident” in its crate and must go back in the tub for another bath while its owner taps her foot waiting for you to finish, you’d better have a strong stomach and nerves of steel.




  When your first session of basic obedience class could pass for a canine wrestling match or when you drive fifteen minutes over icy roads to care for a puppy and find its owners home ahead of schedule, happily watching TV in their jammies, your people skills will be sorely tested.




  When the little pup is spinning like a top as you try to brush it and trim its nails, or the canine senior citizen needs to be groomed lying down instead of standing because her hindquarters are weakening, you will need unlimited patience and understanding. But if you are a dyed-in-the-wool animal person, such situations will probably not dissuade you. You know who you are.




  Still not sure you’ve got the animal person gene? The following scenarios might help. Which of these ring true?




  

    	When visitors to your home object to a little pet hair, you suggest they meet you elsewhere—or bring their own lint brush.




    	When your puppy needed leg surgery, you gave up that beach house vacation rental in a heartbeat to pay the vet bill.




    	When your neighbor’s dog was hit by a car, no one but you could function to drive it to the vet.




    	The stray cat population has designated your house a favorite stop on its mysterious underground trade route.




    	Your backyard has recently become the unofficial headquarters for the neighborhood puppy play group.


  




  Any one of these examples might be the sign you’ve been searching for. Your future may lie in working with animals.




  This is not to infer that true “animal people” are confined to the pet care industry, but the best pet care providers I know do happen to fall into this category. They share a reverence and respect for all living creatures. They seem to possess an uncanny ability to communicate with pets via a look, a touch, or a word. Call it telepathy or ESP, but sometimes it seems a mutual trans-species mind reading occurs. Being open to this human-animal energy flow is a gift, but I believe it can also be learned. Our Native American predecessors had this ability and used it well. You may suspect that I’m becoming a bit too earthy-crunchy here, but working with animals is unlike working with computers, flow charts, or other inanimate objects. You will need to indulge me here. Attempting to explain it is like trying to use words to describe a piece of music.




  As part of your research into entering this field, may I suggest some field trips? Ask if you can spend a day at a grooming salon. While observing this occupation up close and personal, you can help out by sweeping the floor or volunteering to be the gofer at coffee time. Befriend a pet sitter (one who’s far enough away so that you would not be considered potential competition) and ask if you can tag along on some home visits. To watch a professional trainer in action, take your dog to obedience school. You can take it a step further by offering your services at a local shelter. There are never enough compassionate souls to care for all the homeless animals that are still a heartbreaking reality in our affluent society. You may learn that you don’t have the stomach to scoop the poop, that pet hair makes you sneeze, or that the sound of all that barking makes you want to bang your head against the wall. Chalk it up to research and move on.




  If you’re convinced you have the animal-loving gene, good for you! You’re on the right road, but you’ve only just begun. There are some other qualities you will need. I’ve seen many people who could scissor and clip a poodle so exquisitely that it looked ready to take its place in the show ring, and I’ve known some whose business savvy left me in the dust, but they lacked the temperament needed for this kind of work. Many of the most talented groomers I know are dyed-in-the-wool animal lovers; unfortunately, not all of them have acquired the business skills needed to to turn their talents into profitable careers. For such humanely oriented individuals, it’s all too easy to work for insufficient financial compensation. After all, in their minds, they are performing a labor of love. Some would do it whether they got paid or not! Others have not learned that until their prices reflect that they themselves value their services, no one else will.




  Although there is nothing wrong with gaining satisfaction and experiencing joy in working with pets, there is also nothing wrong with making a profit. You can feed your soul and enjoy your four-legged patrons, but you also deserve to make a living, take care of your family, and plan for a comfortable retirement. Mastering the management of your home grooming business is every bit as vital to success in this career as perfecting the art of styling the various breeds.




  Many pet care providers fail as business owners because they do not have enough capital behind them to keep the business going until it turns a profit. Starting your own business in any field is a risky endeavor. As many as 75 percent of all new businesses fail within five years due to undercapitalization. To make it in your own pet care business, you will need to wear two hats: that of the knowledgeable animal lover and that of the astute businessperson.




  My husband used to say that groomers are artists who work on the most difficult canvas of all, a living creature. With love and skill, they transform a sometimes dirty, smelly, matted dog into an attractively coiffed canine. I’m not saying you will need to be a Picasso or Michelangelo to succeed at this vocation, but you will need a measure of manual dexterity.




  The next ingredient in this stew is the dedication to work hard and learn every day. For instance, there were more than 150 dog breeds represented at the last Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show. A professional groomer should know the breed standard for each and every one. And despite the arrival of labor-saving tools to make the job easier, it still requires a strong and energetic person to do this type of work day in and day out.




  Strength and energy are needed by dog trainers as well. Realistically speaking, your goal will be to turn dog owners into dog trainers. Your job will be that of a coach. It’s serious work, but you need a sense of play, too. Shared fun between humans and canines enriches the bonds for both species!




  For the pet sitter, dependability and energy are a must. Like the postman, neither rain nor snow nor dark of night may deter you from your appointed rounds. You’ll be at your busiest when most people are enjoying their holidays. Burnout is an occupational hazard here. No matter how much you love those furry customers, your job will lose its appeal if you become exhausted.




  More Than Playing with the Puppies




  Although pet grooming has come a long way, there are still many people who consider it a rather amusing way to make a living. They simply can’t resist hurling those clever little barbs: “What? You want to be a doggie hairdresser?” “You want to primp poodles for a living?” Being taken seriously can be a challenge in pet care occupations. To the uninitiated, the pet sitter’s job is seen as a cute little hobby, not a responsible and needed professional service. The obedience trainer has often been characterized as a rigid authoritarian, not a skilled animal behaviorist who helps integrate our canine companions into our lives. Some people take a more starry-eyed view: “I bet that job is lots of fun. I wish I could play with the puppies all day and get paid for it!”




  Well, yes, working with animals is a great way to make a living and you can have fun with your four-legged customers, but pet care occupations can be extremely demanding.




  Groomers are prone to back problems from lifting heavy dogs, and carpal tunnel syndrome from the repetitive motion of scissoring, brushing, and hand stripping. Learning to groom sitting down on a stool is a great idea. As is the case with human hairstylists, a groomer’s legs can suffer from standing all day over a long period of time. Circulation problems, varicose veins, overstressed tendons and ligaments—these are also common ailments in the grooming profession. So here’s another qualification to consider: You need to be in shape as much as you need to love and respect animals.




  In addition, pet care workers tend to get caught up in their work, sometimes to the detriment of their personal lives. You will need to balance your life so that it does not sap all your attention and energy. When I got into this profession, I was such a workaholic that I missed out on some important moments with my children: prom pictures, Little League games, school Christmas pageants. I can’t have those opportunities back, but you might be able to profit from my experience. If you start off strong and healthy and work smart, these occupational hazards can be avoided.




  People come into this career for myriad reasons, not all of them well founded. I can’t recall how many times I have heard this statement: “I want to work with animals because I can’t stand working with people.”Well, you’ve got yourself a problem here. Every single one of those four-legged patrons of yours is brought in by an owner, sometimes a whole carload full of them!




  People skills are a necessity. You will need them to explain why these sometimes obsessive owners should trust you to groom little Fluffy. You will need them to educate your clients about caring for their pet’s coat between visits so that it doesn’t resemble a bramble bush each time it comes in. You will need them to tactfully inform these folks that little Benji is sorely in need of an obedience trainer, or that he needs to be neutered so he will stop trying to leave his personal marker on every square inch of the world, including those plush new pet beds in your retail section. You will need them to explain to the harried mom that her children cannot dismantle your cookie bins and play catch with the kitty toys while she agonizes over which credit card to use.




  In other words, when it comes to people skills, it’s a job like any other. When you are dealing with the public—or with employees as your business grows—you will run across an amazing cross section of humans with all their stellar attributes and maddening foibles. Pet care is a service industry, and all service industries require the ability to interact favorably with people.




  You will also need the burning desire to get the proper training. Mastering the necessary skills takes patience and perseverance. A third of professional groomers still learn to groom on the job, but there are now many grooming schools throughout the country that offer professional training. Starting out with an entry-level position like groomer’s assistant or bather-brusher is a great way to familiarize yourself with the world of pet grooming before you commit your time and money to professional training.




  The doors to a career in obedience training are opened to many men and women when they discover the joy of training their own pets. Yet obedience trainers must commit to lifelong learning. Many pet sitters begin as animal lovers who do a favor for a friend or neighbor, taking care of canines and kitties in their friend’s absence. The light bulb goes on when these amateur pet sitters realize that for precious little in the way of startup costs, they could be making a living in this flexible career. However, to do the job right, pet sitters need training in operating and promoting their businesses.




  Last but not least, you will need a thick skin. To grow and learn in this profession, you must be open to constructive criticism, from your teachers, from fellow pet care professionals, and even from your clients. Sure, you are bound to hear some unfounded criticism along the way, but try not to take it personally. Discard those defense mechanisms and be open to learning something new, or at least looking at your work in a new light.




  Honestly Assessing Your Capabilities




  Let’s reexamine our list of the qualities needed to succeed in pet care: love for animals, good business skills, sufficient capital to get started and stay in business, physical health, the drive to work hard, people skills, the desire and commitment to master the proper skills, the dedication to keep learning and improving, a thick skin, an open mind, and, of course, a sense of humor. Pet ownership is all about joy! You will also need lots of patience and understanding for pets and owners alike in pet-related occupations.




  Those considering a career in grooming will also need a good eye to be able to visualize the result you are trying to create, as well as the motor skills to produce it with clippers and scissors. Developing such skills takes time and talent, but some artistic ability and creativity are prerequisites for this job.




  As an obedience trainer, in place of artistic ability you will need self-confidence and leadership skills. Can you see yourself taking charge of a whole roomful of people and their dogs? As a professional instructor, you will be educating owners every bit as much as you are instructing their pets. The most effective trainers are assertive and decisive. They exude confidence without appearing to be know-it-alls.




  A good trainer never stops learning. In fact, it becomes a lifelong mission. You will need the dedication to stay abreast of changes in your field by attending conferences and workshops as often as you can. Most trainers I know live and work with dogs in an almost primitive connection. Their calling is a ruling passion in their lives.




  For a pet sitting career, you can learn the ropes through reading and researching on your own. The key ingredient needed here is dependability. To run this type of business well, you need excellent organizational skills; they become ever more important as your business grows. You also need the willingness to leave the comforts of home to care for your furry charges early in the morning and late at night, on weekends and holidays, regardless of the weather. This is no small commitment; in this job, your willingness to care for these dependent creatures must override all personal concerns.




  Wow! That’s quite a shopping list, isn’t it? How did you stack up? If you think you have the right stuff, read on—and advance confidently in the direction of your dreams!
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This authoritative handbook will tell you how to:
Turn your passion for pets into a profession

Get the training you need to get started

Set up shop and select the right supplies

Deal with difficult clients

Publicize and expand your business online and more!
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