
 

Find Your New Best Friend at a Sleepover! Find Your New Best Friend at a Sleepover! 
a simple, yet clever concept: Give families interested 
in adopting a dog or cat an extended opportunity 
to spend time together in the comforts of home—

away from the shelter environment—and just watch how love and 
loyal, lifetime companionship begin to blossom.
 That’s just what the Sleepover Program at Humane Society of 
Manatee County (HSMC) was designed to do when the 501(c)(3) 
not-for-profit animal welfare organization launched the program 
about six years ago.
 “The Sleepover Program at HSMC is a great opportunity for po-
tential adopters to see how a dog or cat acts in a home environment 
and to discover if the relationship will prove to be a good fit for both 
the animal and the family,” says Alana Ruszczyk, shelter manager 
at HSMC’s Second Chance Adoption Center. “In the comfortable, 
welcoming setting of the sleepover experience, animals are given a 
chance to reveal their true, loving personalities and begin to develop 
a bond with the family.” 

Serving as the shelter  manager 
at HSMC since June 2021, 
 Alana realized from the 
outset that HSMC’s Sleepover 
 Program was a valuable asset 
for the organization.
   “When I first came to 
HSMC, I quickly realized that 
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It’sIt’s the Sleepover Program was one of the Second Chance Adoption 
Center’s greatest resources for matching animals with families to 
find their future homes,” Alana says. “The program has seen great 
success in the short time I have been working here.”
 How successful is HSMC’s Sleepover Program?
 “In the seven months that I have been with HSMC,” Alana says, 
“we have had a 95 percent adoption rate for dogs and cats that have 
participated in the program.” 
 Rick Yocum, who has served as HSMC’s executive director since 
2016, is equally enthusiastic about the not-for-profit  organization’s 
Sleepover Program.
 "The Sleepover Program continues to make a significant positive 
impact on adoption retention rates helping to ensure that the ani-
mal and the adopter are well matched," he says.
 Overseeing the Sleepover Program is one of many Alana’s many 
responsibilities in her role as shelter manager. She also coordinates 
all general operations of HSMC’s animal shelter and is even on call 
when not at the shelter to assist, should any kind of issue or emer-
gency arise. Her work also includes handling owner surrenders and 
coordinating cat care in HSMC’s TNR (Trap-Neuter-Release) program.
 Alana’s job responsibilities also include supervising the daily 
medical care of the animals at the shelter, while working with area 
shelters and animal rescue groups.
 “I handle any animal that comes through the door,” she says.
 As shelter manager, Alana serves as head of HSMC’s animal care 
staffing team, which also includes a shelter supervisor, an adoption 
counselor and a foster care coordinator.



 

 “Courtney, our shelter supervisor, and I work closely together,” she 
says. “She is my right-hand person in coordinating the care of all of 
the animals in HSMC’s Second Chance Adoption Center.”
 A graduate of Florida State University, Alana earned a degree 
in hospitality and tourism management. Rather than enter the 
hospitality industry, however, Alana decided instead to work in the 
“customer service realm” and pursue her passion for animals. 
 After finishing her education, she took time off and relocated to 
Daytona, where she took a part-time position at an animal shelter. 
During her 2 ½-years of employment at the shelter, she also served 
as a part-time admissions counselor before moving into the role 
of full-time events manager, a position she held until she became 
HSMC’s shelter manager. 
 While her work at HSMC is varied, it is “finding the right fit” for 
dogs and cats at the shelter—and through the Sleepover Program—
that Alana finds most rewarding. 

How the Program Works
 In essence, the Sleepover Program is a 5-day, 4-night experience 
that gives potential adoptive families an opportunity to spend time 
in their own homes with an animal that they are considering adding 
to their family. 
 On a case-by-case basis, the Sleepover Program can be extended 
if there are medical or behavioral issues that need to be resolved. 
 Both dogs and cats six months of age and older are eligible to 
participate in the program.
 Why the age restrictions?
 “Puppies and kittens that are younger than six months may not 
yet be fully vaccinated, which could be a health risk,” Alana says. “In 
addition, the 5-day, 4- night program protocol is not a long enough 
period of time for young animals to adjust to a home environment.
 “It’s also not fair for puppies and kittens to go back and forth to 
the shelter at such a young age if the family chooses not to adopt 
them because they were unable to fit in with the family’s lifestyle in 
such a short period of time,” she adds.
 Health issues also are another important consideration in why 

HSMC excludes puppies and kittens from the Sleepover Program. 
 “Animals six months of age and older are fully prevented, vaccinat-
ed and boostered, so there is not much of a medical risk if they are 
moved out of the shelter environment into a home,” Alana says. 
 By the end of the 5-day, 4-night program, Alana will reach out 
to the family to determine whether or not they are interested in 
finalizing the adoption. More often than not, however, program 
participants contact HSMC by Day 2 or Day 3 of the program to share 
the news that they are ready make their sleepover companion a 
permanent part of their family. 
 For Lea, a pup that first entered HSMC’s Second Chance Adoption 
Center in early 2020 and was often overlooked by potential adopt-
ers in the shelter environment, the Sleepover Program was key to 
finding her forever home.
 “This past summer, a husband and wife interested in adopting a 
dog came to the shelter,” Alana remembers. “I asked them what kind 
of dog they were interested in and what their lifestyle was like, and 
Lea seemed to be a good fit.
 “I brought Lea in to meet them, and she jumped right up on the 
couch next to the woman,” Alana continues. “I could tell when the 
woman looked at Lea and then at me that she had fallen in love.
 “The couple proceeded to look at other dogs in the adoption 
center, but the woman said that she was interested in Lea,” Alana 
adds. “I told them about the Sleepover Program, and they agreed to 
participate, so we processed the paperwork.
 “That Thursday, Lea jumped right into their truck with them when 
she left the shelter,” Alana says. “By Friday morning—in less than 24 
hours—the couple returned to the adoption center, ready to finalize 
the adoption.
 “The Sleepover Program offers family the validation that, ‘Yes, this 
is the animal that’s right for me,'” she adds.
 HSMC’s Sweet Pea, now called Mango by her adoptive parents, 
was invited to spend a sleepover with Emma and Casey Dodge this
past September and officially joined the family on September 27.  
You can read Mango’s update from the Dodges in the sidebar below.

        After a super fun sleepover, Sweet Pea was officially  adopted two 
months ago on September 27! 
 Now called Mango, she has come so far with adjusting to her new 
 routine, as well as learning good manners and new hand  signal/touch 

commands. 
    Mango’s favorite    

activities  include 
 cuddling, eating (of course!), playing 
tug-of-war, going to the farmer’s market 
and playing with her friends at doggy 
daycare! 

    She has already become an 
important member of our family, 
and we can’t wait to bring her 
along for all of our adventures! 

A Two-Month Adoption Update on Mango 
(formerly known as Sweet Pea!)

— Emma & Casey Dodge
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 Humane Society of Manatee County can be reached by calling 
941-747-8808. The Second Chance Adoption Center is open Tuesday 
through Saturday, from 11:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. For more information, visit 
www.humanemanatee.org, or send an e-mail to infohumanesocietymanatee.
org. For details about HSMC’s Sleepover Program, call 941-747-8808, 
Ext. 313.
 Open to the public, Humane Society of Manatee County Veterinary Clinic 
can be reached by calling 941-747-8808, Option #1. The veterinary 
clinic is open by appointment Monday through Friday, from 8:00 a.m. to 
5:00 p.m., and Saturday, from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. For more information 
about HSMC's veterinary clinic, visit www.humanemanatee.org.

 Community residents participating in the Sleepover Program can 
take comfort in the fact that any health issues that arise while the 
dogs or cats are in their homes will be addressed immediately.
 “There have been times that family members notice a condition, 
such as itching or head tilting, that we didn’t see at the shelter,” 
Alana says. “When this occurs, we ask the family to bring the animal 
to HSMC’s Veterinary Clinic for an exam and evaluation.”
 In late November, one of HSMC’s pups, Picasso, was participating 
in the Sleepover Program when his potential family noticed that 
he was itching and scratching more than usual. The family brought 
Picasso to HSMC’s Veterinary Clinic for an exam, evaluation and 
treatment, which included an ear wash to clean out his ears.
 The veterinarian’s di-
agnosis: Picasso was a 
pup that would proba-
bly be prone to lifelong 
allergy symptoms. The 
family was notified and 
asked if they were still 
interested in moving 
forward with the adop-
tion.
 “The family already 
had decided to adopt 
Picasso,” Alana says, 
“but they thought it 
was best to have him 
evaluated by the veter-
inarian before finalizing the adoption.
 “The health of the animal is fully taken care of prior to finalizing 
the adoption, and the cost of any medical care provided is covered 
completely by HSMC’s Veterinary Clinic and the shelter,” she adds.
 Sadly, not every sleepover has a happy ending. 
 “In November, one of the pups participating in the program came 
back to the shelter because the family realized that they didn’t have 
the time needed to commit to her,” Alana remembers. “They felt she 
was a great dog but didn’t fit well with their busy lifestyle, so the dog 
re-entered our adoption program.
 “While it is disappointing when a dog or cat is returned, it does 
give the animal a break from the shelter and a chance to spend time 
in a quiet home,” she continues. “And like all animals in the Second 
Chance Adoption Center, they are fully engaged from the moment 
they arrive and/or return, with plenty of walks and play time, as well 
as much time spent out of their kennels as possible.
  “At the end of the day,” Alana adds, “HSMC’s adoptions are all 
about finding the right fit in the right home for each dog and cat in 
our care.”
 Following the Sleepover Program, families that do decide to adopt 
can either finalize the adoption in person at the shelter or by phone, 
with fees processed by credit card and adoption papers mailed to 
the family’s home.
 If a family interested in participating in HSMC’s Sleepover Program 
has other pets at home, one of the program’s requirements is to 
arrange a meet and greet with the animals in their home prior to 
finalizing the sleepover arrangement.
 “We don’t want to put our animals or the family’s animals at any 
kind of risk if the sleepover candidate does not get along well with 
the other pets in the household,” Alana says. 
 Families participating in the program receive a packet of infor-

mation detailing the program and its protocols. By signing the 
paperwork, the family agrees that HSMC is the rightful owner of the 
animal until an adoption is finalized. The family also agrees to bring 
the animal back to HSMC immediately if any medical issue develops 
while the dog or cat is in their care.
 In addition, proof of current rabies vaccines for all animals living in 
the home must be provided.
 There are several simple sleepover rules that potential adopters 
are required to follow. For example, dogs must be leashed outdoors 
at all times. They also are not allowed to interact with any animals 
that do not live in the home or visit any off-leash sites, such as dog 
parks or doggy day care facilities.
 Cats in the program must remain inside the home and are not 

allowed outdoors 
during the sleepover 
experience. 
   On Day 1 of the 
program, HSMC sends 
the animal home with 
food, as well as any 
medications he or she 
may be taking. A leash 
and harness also are 
provided and a crate 
is optional. For cats, 
food, medications (if 
needed), a carrier and 
toys are provided.
   “HSMC will provide 

virtually anything the dog or cat needs that will help this animal 
seamlessly adjust in the home,” Alana says.
 If the family chooses to adopt, they have an option to return the 
items sent home with the animal or purchase them.
 “The paperwork provided to the families includes the price of 
each of the items that were given to them at the start of the pro-
gram,” Alana says. “The prices are generally low cost, and the funds 
come back to support the lifesaving work at the shelter.”
 “HSMC’s Sleepover Program definitely is an in-home trial that is 
not offered at many shelters,” Alana comments. “It’s been a very big 
advantage in increasing our adoptions.
 “Our goal is to make the program as seamless as possible for both 
the adopters and the animals,” she adds. “We are willing to work 
with whatever challenges arise in order to find the right home for 
dogs and cats at HSMC’s Second Chance Adoption Center.”
 If you are interested in participating in HSMC’s Sleepover Program, 
contact HSMC by calling 941-747-8808, Ext. 304, or send an e-mail 
to sheltermanager@humanesocietymanatee.org. 
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