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Spaying Prior to First Heat 

Thank you for responding to Marian’s Dream mailing and 
completing  the survey on spay practices. 
 
According to the ASPCA, “the only method of population 
control that has demonstrated long-term efficacy in 
significantly reducing the number of animals entering 
animal shelters is the voluntary sterilization of owned pets.” 
 
The problem is, we’ve been waiting until after the first heat 
to spay. 
 
75% of the pet owners don’t know when to spay. 
 
One month can make a difference in the number of 
unwanted animals. 
 
That’s why we are looking to you, the veterinarian, to 
educate your clients and join a movement to address a 
major cause of pet overpopulation.  
 
We truly appreciate your dedication to your clients and to 
the animals under your care. 
 
Esther Mechler 
President 
 

For more than 30 years, Marian’s 
Dream has been supporting local 
grass-roots organizations in their 
efforts to promote and provide spay 
/ neuter services.  With the help of 
a grant from Petco Foundation, we 
are looking to you, the veterinarian, 
to give us some information and to 
ask you to join in our campaign. 
 



In his book, Replacing Myth With Math, Peter 
Marsh explores the role that “spay delay” plays in 
creating the huge surplus of cats and dogs in the U.S.    
 
At this time at least five million dogs and cats are 
euthanized annually.  Aggressive spay campaigns and 
programs have reduced the number from 12 million 
annually twelve years ago, but we have been at a 
plateau now at approximately five million for the past 
five years.  To lower that number, we can reduce the 
age of spaying/neutering by four to six weeks, thus 
eliminating the unwanted, unplanned litters filling the 
shelters. 
 
One of the corollary benefits of spay before the first 
heat is the reported reduction of mammary gland 
tumors.  In fact, cats spayed before first estrous have 
only 9 – 10 % of the risk of developing mammary 
gland cancer as intact cats. 
 
In  chapters One and Five of the book, the problem of 
the surplus and the problem of mammary gland 
tumor incidence  - as both relate to spay delay – are 
discussed and documented.  Mammary gland tumors 
are footnotes 77 to 81 of Chapter One. 
 
A section of Chapter One is reprinted on pages 4-6.  
 

Spaying Prior to First Heat 

To see the entire book online go to 
www.shelteroverpopulation.org  
 
For veterinarians who plan to become active 
in the Beat the Heat Campaign veterinary 
corps we have a supply of free copies 
available. 

http://www.shelteroverpopulation.org/
http://www.shelteroverpopulation.org/
http://www.shelteroverpopulation.org/
http://www.shelteroverpopulation.org/
http://www.shelteroverpopulation.org/


Based on the age-specific birth and survival rates of 
pet cats in a Kansas town, population ecologists 
estimated that when 76-88% of the females had 
been sterilized— depending on the percentage of 
the remaining intact animals that reproduced— the 
population would reach a state of zero population 
growth.67  

 
Using a similar methodology, they calculated that 
the sterilization of 66% of the female dogs in the 
population would result in reproduction at the 
replacement rate or less. 68 

 
About 87% of all owned cats and 75% of all owned 
dogs are now sterilized 69 - exceeding the level at 
which zero population growth should have been 
achieved in populations with the same birth and 
death rates as those of the Kansas studies—but 
more than 4 million cats and dogs are still 
euthanized in American shelters each year 70 and in 
recent years the household cat and dog populations 
have continued to grow at the rate of about one 
million dogs and two million cats per year.71 The 
likely explanation for this discrepancy lies in an 
assumption upon which the estimates in the Kansas 
studies were made: Those estimates were based on 
an assumption that all the sterilized female pets 
had not reproduced before having been sterilized.72 

Excerpts: 
Replacing Myth with Math 



Not only is it common in the United States for 
pets to have litters of kittens or puppies 
before sterilization, the number of these 
litters is substantial. (emphasis added) A study 
of household pet populations in four Massachusetts 
towns found that female cats and dogs that had 
been sterilized were almost as productive before 
their sterilization (.313 litters per female) as those 
females that remained intact (.4 litters each), a 
difference that was not statistically significant.73 
This is consistent with other surveys, which found 
that 17% of intact female dogs had given birth, as 
had 16% of intact female cats,74 a rate  comparable  

Excerpts: 
Replacing Myth with Math 

Statement: A female dog/ cat will be better 
off if she has one litter before being fixed. 

 
 

Don't Know True False 

# % # % # % 
Dog 

Owners 528 15.5 1230 35.8 1656 48.2 
Cat 

owners 444 12.8 1265 36.5 1742 50.3 

to the pre-sterilization reproductivity of spayed dogs (21%) and cats (20%).75 

 
Because female pets that have been sterilized now far outnumber their intact counterparts and their 
lifetime litter productivity approaches that of those that remain intact, they make a substantial 
contribution to the reproductive rate of the entire population. In the four towns included in the 
Massachusetts survey, female cats and dogs that had been sterilized after having had at least one litter 
accounted for 87% of all the litters of kittens and puppies born.76 

 
Allowing pets to have a litter before being sterilized ignores the clinical evidence that the 
optimal age to sterilize female cats and dogs is before their first estrus.77 (emphasis added) 

 
Compared with its incidence in sexually intact dogs, those spayed before their first estrus have .5% of 
the risk of developing mammary gland cancer.78 Cats spayed before their first estrus have 9% of the 
risk of developing mammary gland cancer of intact cats.79 But the protective benefit of sterilization from 
mammary gland neoplasms dissipates quickly with delay: Cats spayed later than 24 months of age and 
dogs spayed after 30 months of age have the same or greater risk of developing mammary gland 
cancer as if they had remained intact.80, 81 

 



The widespread delay in having female pets sterilized may arise in part from a significant 
knowledge deficit of cat and dog owners. (emphasis added) Surveys consistently find that 
more than half of all dog and cat owners either do not know whether a pet would be better off by 
having a litter before being spayed or mistakenly believe that she would.82, 83 The extent of this 
knowledge deficit was almost identical among owners who had visited a veterinarian within the past 
year and those who had not.84 

 

The mistaken belief that a female cat would benefit from having a litter before being sterilized is so 
widespread that it was the most common reason given by respondents in a 2007 national survey for 
not having had an intact cat sterilized.85 

 

Reducing the age at which cats and dogs in a population are sterilized can have a substantial impact 
on its reproductive rate. Population modeling of the age-specific birth, death, and reproductive rates 
of owned dogs in an Italian province found that a sterilization rate of 55% of the female dogs would 
be necessary to reach the replacement fertility rate if the average age at which dogs were sterilized 
was three years old, but that it could be reduced to as low as 26% if the average age of spaying 
was reduced to one year or less.86  
 

Another population modeling study found that 71% of the females of reproductive age would have 
to be sterilized to halt the growth of a feral cat population but that if no females younger than a 
year old were sterilized, it would be necessary to sterilize 91% of those older than that to maintain 
a stable population.87 

 

When we examine the responses to general knowledge questions, it is disturbing to see 
that significantly more people relinquishing dogs and cats felt that the female animal 
would be better off if she had one litter before being spayed and that significantly fewer 
people relinquishing animals knew this was false. (emphasis added) 
 

Furthermore approximately half of the owners in the Household Survey (51.2% of the dog owners 
and 49.3% of the cat owners) wrongly felt this was a true statement or did not know the answer. 
Although scientific evidence does not support this belief, it might explain some of the difficulty 
experienced by many individuals and groups who try to encourage the spaying of family pets and 
documents a clear need for educational efforts aimed at this myth. 

Excerpts: 
Replacing Myth with Math 
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Spaying Prior to First Heat 

Thank you for taking the time to review this 
additional information. 

 
Your dedication to your clients and to their 

companion animals may sometimes go unrecognized. 
 

Marian’s Dream wants to take this opportunity to 
acknowledge you, your work in your community, and 

your interest in the welfare of your clients. 
 

Please join us in the Beat the Heat campaign. 
 

Please share your ideas and feedback. 
 

Spay and neuter pets at 5 months, 
prior to their first heat cycle 

and encourage others to do so as well. 
 
 

For more information, please contact us: 
 

www.mariansdream.org 
 

beattheheat@mariansdream.org 
 

203.293.SPAY 

http://www.mariansdream.org/
http://www.facebook.com/MariansDream?sk=wall

