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The Purebred Paradox

Disease Risks in Purebred Dogs and the 
Welfare Implications of Dog Breeding

Paula Kislak, DVM
Lorna Grande, DVM

Emerging in popular media
Watch the full episode:

pbs.org/nature/episodes/dogs-that-changed-the-world/full-episode-dogs-by-design/8372/

Toy Dog Breeding Causing Horrific Brain Problems
Feb 12, 2014 by Jennifer Viegas

http://news.discovery.com/animals/pets/toy-dog-breeding-causing-horrific-brain-problems-140212.htm

http://www.pbs.org/nature/episodes/dogs-that-changed-the-world/full-episode-dogs-by-design/8372/
http://news.discovery.com/animals/pets/toy-dog-breeding-causing-horrific-brain-problems-140212.htm
http://news.discovery.com/animals/pets/toy-dog-breeding-causing-horrific-brain-problems-140212.htm
http://nytimes.com/2011/11/27/magazine/can-the-bulldog-be-saved.html
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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“Inbreeding and other reckless breeding 
practices may not be as bloody as dogfighting or 
as painful to look at as puppy mills, but they may 
ultimately cause even more harm to the well 
being of dogs.”

The New York Times Magazine, Nov. 29, 2011 

Origin of Dogs (Canis lupus familiaris)

• Oldest domesticated dog fossils-may date 
back to 30,000 years

• First known burial of dog with human-
12,000 years ago

• Genetic testing reveals all dog breeds 
derived originally from handful of wolves 
(Canis lupus)

• Most ancient breeds- Shar-Pei, Shibu Inu, 
Akita, Chow Chow

Origin of Purebreds (aka Inbreds)

• Deliberate genetic engineering by inbreeding 
related  family members with exaggerated 
physical traits resulted in all modern breeds

• Over 400 distinct canine breeds

• Bred more for appearance than utility

Most diverse mammalian species alive with over 300 fold weight differential

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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Genetic Degradation of Species 

• Natural selection  hybrid vigor of many mixed breeds

• Inbreeding  increased morbidity and mortality

• Deliberate inbreeding magnifies both designer traits and undesirable 
traits, including the more than 350 documented heritable and 
congenital diseases

"Congenital and Heritable Disorders."

http://www.hsvma.org/resources/

Genetic Degradation of Species 

Same genes selected for artificial designer traits  disease, disability and death

• Epilepsy
• Hypothyroidism
• Dilated cardiomyopathy
• Bloat
• IVDD 

• Atopy
• Elbow dysplasia
• Cataracts
• Aortic stenosis 
• Portosystemic shunt

Prevalence of Inherited Disorders Among Mixed and Purebred Dogs 
27, 254 cases (1995-2010), JAVMA, June 1, 2013 

“The high frequency of genetic disease that has developed in 
purebred dogs over the last century has resulted in the 
desensitization of society and veterinarians to the resultant 
welfare issues to such an extent that the production of 
anatomically deformed dogs…is neither shocking nor 
considered abnormal.” 

A new direction for kennel club regulations and breed standards 
Dr. Koharik Arman CVJ / Vol 48 / September 2007 pp 955-65 

Zephyr, my own IN-BREAD

http://www.hsvma.org/resources
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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Twiggy

Selective genetic 
manipulations incur tragic 
unintended consequences. 

Brenda Bonnett, BSc, DVM, Phd, NAVC Proceedings, 2012

Brenda Bonnett, BSc, DVM, Phd, NAVC Proceedings, 2012

Survival of the cutest, not the fittest

Cutest defined by dog show awards won
and breeding fees garnered

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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Tibetan Mastiff
Normal sale price: $1000-
$5000

This Tibetan 
Mastiff sold for 
$1.9 Million

Immense scale of suffering

• Morbidity and mortality of companion animals

• 3-4 million shelter animals killed each year

• Purebreds represent 25-30% of shelter dogs

• Puppy mill abuses

Enormous Exacerbating Factor

"Everybody loves 
dogs. They're the 
pizza of the 
animal kingdom." 

-Stephen Colbert

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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Cats too!

• Persians are a 
popular cat breed 
with genetic 
disorders. 
• Mayo Clinic 
scientists have 
created green-
glowing cats. 

FORGING COOPERATIVE ALLIANCES 

Royal SPCA Position on Pedigree Dogs:

• There is an unacceptably high level of disability and disease 
suffered 

• Traditional breeding practices seriously compromise welfare and 
quality of life 

• All those who breed dogs should prioritize health, welfare and 
temperament over appearance when choosing which animals to 
breed, in order to protect the welfare of both the parents and 
offspring...

Veterinary surgeons, both in perception and potentially in 
reality, face two conflicts of interest:

a.The conflict between the income they derive from correcting 
faults and their duty to advise against breeding practices that 
cause such faults to proliferate.

b.The conflict between what they should advise their client to 
do and what their client wants to do. 

It’s Complicated 

Dr. Patrick Bateson
Cambridge University 

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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“If veterinarians continue to treat the health problems of 
purebred dogs without taking the time and effort to educate 
the owners and breeders about the underlying genetic 
issues involved, changes in the breeding industry will never 
take place....” 

A new direction for kennel club regulations and breed standards 
Dr. Koharik Arman CVJ / Vol 48 / September 2007 pp 955-65 

Solutions: Veterinary Role

• Encourage breeding clients to ↓ quantity and ↑ quality, 

• Suggest modified breed standards that emphasize healthy, happy 
dogs

• Promote aggressive “out-breeding” strategies 

 Most of the top 10 diseases plaguing all dogs are controlled by single genes 
which, when identified, are easy to eliminate in the next generations 

 Could reverse/repair majority of worst inbred mutations/defects in 3-4 
generations

Out breeding: improves health and retains essential characteristics

• Same genes responsible for spots and ↑ uric 
acid 

• Dalmatian-English Pointer Backcross 
Project: first-generation pups - normal uric acid 
levels, no spots 

• Only 4 back-crosses to get handsome dogs 
with spots and normal uric acid 

• Decades later AKC now allows healthier 
pedigree registration

• Counsel clients to adopt mixed breeds

• Implore breeders to establish robust re-homing programs

• Encourage adoption from shelters or breed specific rescue groups

• Support sterilization and programs

• Engage in strategies to keep “at risk” dogs in homes

• Support community efforts to promote responsible behavior 
(collars, identification, leashes, etc.)

• Encourage legislation and enforcement for puppy mill regulations

Solutions: Veterinary Role

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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The CVMA states that it “opposes the 
selective breeding of dogs resulting in 
changes in body form, function or 
temperament, that are detrimental to the 
health and quality of life of the dog or that 
have a negative impact on its behavior 
towards people and/or other dogs.” 

Lobby AVMA to adopt policies that align more closely with CVMA

Kathy Milani/The HSUS

Purebred Paradox
What Veterinarians Can Do

Purebred Paradox
What Veterinarians Can Do

WHAT YOU CAN DO

• Veterinarians and technicians 
are on the front lines and see 
the heartbreak of consumer 
fraud and animal suffering

• We have a significant role to 
play in trying to solve this 
problem.

Meredith Lee/The HSUS

POLL QUESTION

Have any of your clients ever bought a purebred 
dog with a hereditary/genetic  disorder such as 
hip dysplasia, eye disorders, heart problems, 
etc.?

• Yes

• No

• Don’t know

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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THREE WAYS WE CAN HELP

As veterinary professionals we are in a unique 
position of authority to:

1) Influence consumer behavior
BEFORE they get a pup

2) Influence breeding practices 
of our clients

3) Support clients who have 
bought/adopted ill animals

iStockphoto

Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can 
change the world; indeed, it's the 
only thing that ever has.

~Margaret Mead

• Is there a way back?  Not back to wolves!!
• There was a time when a dog being healthy and fit 

mattered.   AKC

• The ability to breath, ambulate, breed, give birth, see, 
hear, have a reasonable life expectancy should be a 
given.

“BREEDERS”

• Irresponsible breeders are 
everywhere; it is not just 
puppy mills/farms

• Anyone breeding dogs 
deliberately, and selling them 
without regard to the health or 
future of that puppy could be 
considered substandard.

Michelle Riley/The HSUS

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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HOW ARE PUPPIES
FROM BREEDERS SOLD?

• Pet stores

• Internet (PQ 40%)

• Classified ads

– Newspapers

– Dog magazines

– Web site ads

• Flea markets, 
roadside stands

• Breeder directories

iStockphoto

WHO WARNS THE PUBLIC?

Why not US?

WHAT DOES OUR SILENCE SAY?  

Some folks honestly believe that veterinarians 
aren’t more active in trying to stop these problems 
because they actually benefit from them. Job 
security!

As professionals we know that is untrue but why 
would people think that?

Generally, as a profession in the US, we have 
been silent.

PEDIGREE DOGS EXPOSED

• UK Documentary, August 2008

• Crufts = Westminster

• Kennel Club = 
American Kennel Club

• Public was outraged

• Triggered new partnerships 
to try to address this 
problem

Sagaciousphil/Wikimedia Commons

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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British Veterinary Association joining forces
with Kennel Club and others

UK FORMS TO REPORT

• British Veterinary Association 
has form to report any surgery 
that alters the natural form of 
a registered Kennel Club 
dog!!

• Conditions such as entropion,    
stenotic nares, patellar 
luxation, cataracts, skin fold 
surgery, umbilical hernia, etc!

British Veterinary Association, iStockphoto

WE ALL HAVE OUR FAVORITE 
“BREEDER” STORIES

With all due respect to conscientious, 
responsible breeders. 

IS IT ILLEGAL?

• Sometimes it is not illegal but is 
unethical and ultimately cruel.

• Pups with pneumonia suffer

• Blind dogs suffer especially if 
syndrome is painful, 
orthopedically challenged dogs 
suffer with chronic pain

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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1: PRE-PURCHASE/PRE-ADOPTION 
EDUCATION

Jennifer Kunz/The HSUS

PRE PURCHASE EXAM

• Most clients do not purchase a horse that they 
plan to use without a pre purchase exam.

• Perhaps because the “use” of a dog is often 
different, clients aren’t concerned about its 
“fitness” for the job?

• If the job is family pet, companion shouldn’t a 
sound form be expected?

HOW MANY SOUGHT ADVISE FROM A 
VETERINARIAN BEFORE PURCHASE?

20%!

Lauren Marsden

Means 80% of the market is untapped!

CLIENTS SHOULD VISIT WHERE A  
PUP WAS BORN AND RAISED

Survey said…

• 44% did not see environment where pup was raise

• 60% did NOT meet mom

• 20% had pup flown to them

• Overwhelming majority were not interested in obtaining an 
adult dog

These results explain why so many matches go wrong.

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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JAVMA, Vol 218, No. 11, June 1, 2001 Vet Med 
Today: Canine Aggression Task Force 1739 

• Although the time, physical, and emotional demands of veterinary 
practice can be overwhelming and leave limited time to devote to a 
formal community  prevention program, veterinarians can 
substantially impact prevention efforts through their professional 
contact with prospective and current dog owners. This contact 
should begin before the pet is acquired. 

• Providing unbiased information on pet selection can help prevent 
inappropriate owner-dog pairings. Prospective dog owners often make 
spur-of-the- moment selections that are based on warm-and-fuzzy 
feelings and unrealistic expectations. Encouraging prospective dog 
owners to seek information from their veterinarian about the 
characteristics and needs of various types of pets and encouraging 
future dog owners to ask for guarantees from puppy providers can 
minimize future problems. 

SPRING!!

PRE-PURCHASE/PRE-ADOPTION 
COUNSELING

• Promote free consultations

• Promote free evening seminars

• Trusted, knowledgeable technician or 
representative from local humane organization

• Client for life!

GETTING THE WORD OUT!

• PRESS RELEASE

• Print ads

• Website, Social Media

• Cable

• Partner with local shelter

• Radio

• PSA
iStockphoto

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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PupQuest.org

http://www.pupquest.org
http://www.caninehealthinfo.org/
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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2:IDEAS TO SUPPORT CLIENTS

• Can we help a client who 
has purchased or adopted 
an ill animal?

• If we don’t, who will?

• Accountability of 
breeders/rescues is 
important

Meredith Lee/The HSUS

PAPER TRAIL

• As veterinarians, we should ask for pedigrees 
and results of health testing of pure-bred and 
“designer” puppies.

• We should ask for health records and behavior 
evaluations of adopted pets

• Consider yourself an advocate for your client. 
Especially if they have a problem 

• They will appreciate it.

• Sometimes information is not gathered until there 
is a problem. 

• Example: Rescued puppy breaks with parvovirus, 
then learn that he was adopted in a parking lot 
and can’t find the rescue group anymore!

ORIGIN OF THE PET
MVMA Animal Welfare Committee

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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UNEXPECTED VETERINARY EXPENSES

• Makes sense for us to be aware of any and all 
sources of potential payment!

• Consider keeping copies of the lemon law in your 
state to give to clients

PUPPY LEMON LAWS 

The existence of these laws acknowledges that 
consumers are frequently duped

Diane Lewis for The HSUS

iStockphoto

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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DVM article June 2009
C.J. Allen DVM, JD 

• Puppy lemon laws give us more reason to 
exercise care during initial exams of pups

• Must ID current or ongoing medical problems

• “….it is important to our own self interest that we 
identify potential problems with newly acquired 
pets and that we are knowledgeable about the 
owners’ available legal redress”

• Great customer service!

Diane Lewis for The HSUS

WHAT WILL THEY DO WITH THE INFO?

• If they get several complaints 
on a particular breeder, they 
may investigate. Review 
USDA inspection reports and 
recognize patterns.

• Create public reports 
identifying bad breeders to 
warn consumers.

http://www.humanesociety.org/forms/puppy_buyer_complaint_form.html
http://www.caps-web.org/outreach/item/294
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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WHO ELSE SHOULD YOU REPORT TO?

Forms supplied in follow up email

− State Department of Agriculture (to report on 
substandard breeding conditions) 

− State Attorney General (to report on suspected 
consumer fraud)  you can have copies of these 
forms available

− State Better Business Bureau (to report on 
suspected consumer fraud/substandard conditions)

− Local law enforcement (if the veterinarian suspects 
affirmative abuse or neglect)

HAVE A PROTOCOL

• Completing the form with information on who to 
report to in order to streamline procedure

• A simple phone call to breeder, rescue or pet shop 
can make a difference

• A professional with influence sees what they are 
doing and is asking questions

• Clients may be afraid they will have to give up the 
puppy.

3:CLIENTS WHO BREED THEIR DOGS

We are just vets 
but… we might be 
able to influence a 
few breeders here 

and there!

Kathy Milani/The HSUS

BE PROACTIVE

• YOU are the canine health expert!

• What are the highest priority diseases in their  
breed?

• Basics phenotypic are still the most important

• HIPS, ELBOWS, EYES, HEART, THYROID, 
PATELLA, COAGULATION DISORDERS, etc.

• Age at which an dog is bred

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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EXPECTATIONS OF BREEDER CLIENTS

• Health and Behavior evaluations before breeding

• Who are they selling to?
– Are they selling sight unseen online? Explain dangers.

Some simply need the education.

How far you go is up to you but silence from 
the animal experts can be taken as support

WSAVA

• World Small Animal Veterinary Association

• Hereditary Diseases Committee

Vet J. 2011 Aug

Researcher responsibilities and genetic 

counseling for pure-bred dog populations. BELL

• “Breeders of dogs have ethical responsibilities regarding the 
testing and management of genetic disease. Molecular genetics 
researchers have their own responsibilities……

• Laboratories offering commercial genetic testing should have 
proper sample identification and quality control….. 

• Providing test results to a publicly-accessible genetic health 
registry allows breeders and the public to search for health-tested 
parents to reduce the risk of producing or purchasing affected 
offspring. 

• Counseling on the testing and elimination of defective genes must 
consider the effects of genetic selection on the population.

• Recommendations to breed quality carriers to normal-testing dogs 
and replacing them with quality normal-testing offspring will help to 
preserve breeding lines and breed genetic diversity.”

PHENOTYPIC TESTS

• The ones we are most 
familiar with.

• Still critically important.

• Often breed club clinics 
make testing affordable

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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GENETIC (DNA) TESTING

• Reputable companies

• There are rogue labs

• Patents, internal strife

GENOTYPIC TESTS (DNA)

• Variety of test types available. Example:

Basenji, pyruvate kinase deficiency Mutation: 
c.433delC Gene: PKLR

• May need expert genetic guidance

• Consider referral as with other specialties

• One of the reasons to choose good labs is that 
they need to help interpret results

• Maintaining genetic diversity is important

WSAVA RECOMMENDED ORTHOPEDIC FOUNDATION FOR ANIMALS

http://research.vet.upenn.edu/DNAGeneticsTestingLaboratorySearch/tabid/7620/Default.aspx
http://www.offa.org/dna_labs.html
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars


Purebred Paradox
Disease Risks in Purebred Dogs and the Welfare Implications of Dog Breeding

HSVMA Continuing Education Webinar Series
hsvma.org/webinars Page 21 of 22 

CARDIAC
Choice to have results included in statistics 

with ACVIM-C

CERF: HAVING A PUBLIC 
REGISTRY IS IMPORTANT

CHIC: PRINT PAGES OUT FOR BREEDER 
CLIENTS AND PROSPECTIVE OWNERS

hsvma.org/assets/pdfs/guide-to-
congenital-and-heritable-disorders.pdf

Guide to Congenital and 
Heritable Disorders in Dogs:
a comprehensive list of disorders by 

dog breed.

http://web.vmdb.org/home/
http://www.caninehealthinfo.org
http://www.hsvma.org/assets/pdfs/guide-to-congenital-and-heritable-disorders.pdf
http://www.hsvma.org/assets/pdfs/guide-to-congenital-and-heritable-disorders.pdf
http://www.hsvma.org/webinars
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INTERESTING COMMENT FROM 
VETERINARIAN WITH 25 YEARS OF 

EXPERIENCE

“I was myself a dog breeder at that 
time and wanted to help other 

breeders with their 
hobbies/businesses in purebred dogs.”

“At first I was not assertive enough…. 

What heritable or genetic problems does your 
breed have and what screening tests are 
recommended by the breed clubs? If they did 
not know or were not willing to find out, then I 
would not assist…….” 

“…..This can be very difficult. I love to make 
clients happy, hate conflict of any sort, and 
really hate to disappoint people, but have 
never regretted taking this hard line. Will 
you make some clients angry? Yes. Will you 
have situations that don't seem so clear 
cut? Yes. But we DO have the knowledge 
and the right to ask these questions.” 

SUMMARY

1) Create a program where you educate consumers 
BEFORE they get a dog!

2) Actively support clients who have bought or 
adopted ill animals.

3) Demand breeder clients act responsibly.

http://www.hsvma.org/webinars



