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information and collaboration to action: report from the 5th International Dog Health Workshop in Helsinki, June 
2024', Companion Animal Health and Genetics, 12(1), 2, available: http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s40575-025-00143-0 .
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Breeding for Health and Well-being – 
The Big Issues Identified

The COVID-19 pandemic 

Increased the demand for dogs: Still ongoing high demand?

Changed puppy buying behaviours: What are these like now?

More behavioural problems due to poor socialisation: What are these like now?

Cost-of-living crisis - basic dog husbandry, feeding: Getting worse? Why produce sick dogs? 

Escalating prices of veterinary care: Getting worse? Why produce sick dogs?
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 Illegal dog producers and suppliers: Is this resolved? 

 Deliberately production of ‘homeless’ dogs for ‘rescue’: Still ongoing? 

 Legislation:

Calls for new animal welfare legislation: What has happened since? 

Calls for better enforcement of existing animal welfare legislation: Actions? 

Effective protection of dog health from extreme conformations associated with poor 
welfare: Who is doing what to end this practice?

Breeding for Health and Well-being – 
Some more Big Issues Identified
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Breeding for Health and Well-being: Actions laid out in IDHW 2025 

 It is imperative that the welfare and lives of dogs are prioritised in all canine activities. 
Discussions need to continue, but the solutions improving canine health and welfare need to 
be found urgently.

 Kennel clubs need to communicate better and more forcefully with their judges to make them 
understand their role and responsibility in protecting the health and welfare of all breeds.

 More effective education and understanding within puppy buyers, breeders, and show judges 
is needed to ensure research and evidence are put at the heart of the action.

 All stakeholders who care about dogs should strive to be champions of canine health and 
welfare first and then to consider how this relates to maintaining existing breed concepts.
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Extreme conformation took up half of the entire section in the paper!!!
 Health and wellbeing has largely focused on ‘health testing’ for the past century. 

 Still fit for purpose? What was their purpose? 
 What reforms are needed to make ‘health testing’ more useful? 
 Has ‘health testing’ sometimes made things worse?
 Relevance for the wider population of dogs? 

 Why is extreme conformation now such a big issue when it has been around for over a century
 Have the public been ‘media-washed’ into wanting extremes?
 Where are the ‘health tests’ for extreme conformation?
 Who is (should be) leading on promoting moves away from extreme conformation? 
 Role of legislation? What does the future like here? 

Surely limited genetic diversity needs to be given greater attention? 
 Acknowledge the challenges and opportunities
 Opening breed registers??
 Outcrossing and crossbreeding??
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Extreme Conformation

Extreme conformation describes a physical appearance that has been 
so significantly altered by humankind away from the 

ancestral natural canine appearance that affected animals
 commonly suffer from poor health and welfare, with negative impacts 

on their quality and quantity of life.
International Collaboration for Extreme Conformation in Dogs
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Human Health: The Human Model of Disease 

Health is an absence of all disease or infirmity

    Solution: Old style ‘Health testing’

        Works well for disease that is not desirable

    Defending dogs against the effects of life

                                  

Canine health also needs: The Innate Health Model of Disease

Health requires the genetic and physical capacity to have 
complete well-being

   Solution: Innate Health Assessment

        Works well for disease desired by humans

    Defending dogs against the effects of humans

Why are we where we are with extreme 
conformation in Dogs?

▪ DNA test: hereditary cataracts
▪ BVA/KC Elbow Dysplasia Scheme
▪ BVA/KC/ISDS Eye Scheme
▪ BVA/KC Hip Dysplasia Scheme
▪ BOAS: KC RFGS
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‘INNATE HEALTH’

All animals, regardless of type and breed, should be 
capable of performing all the typical activities necessary for their wellbeing 
within the anatomical, physiological and behavioural evolutionary norms 

for the species and the animal’s stage of life .  
Dan O’Neill, RVC 
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Some examples: 

Breathe freely and oxygenate fully without effort at rest and with exercise. 

Blink fully.

Maintain body temperature within a normal physiological range for the species.

Move freely without conformation-related impediment.

Eat and drink effectively and without constraints or frustration. 

Hear, smell, see, self-groom, eliminate and sleep effectively. 

Ability to reproduce (breeding animals). 

Communicate effectively using species-specific auditory and physical cues (tail, 

ears, grimace and other facial cues, stance, etc.)

INNATE HEALTH: Capacity for Natural Activities



Virtual Dog Health Forum – ‘Bridging the Gap’ – 3rd & 4th June 2025
“Stop and think before acquiring a 
dog with extreme conformation”

Do we 
Or 

Should we 
Need legislation?

How big is the problem? 
Can we not resolve extreme conformation voluntarily? 
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Breed Life expectancy < 1.5 years expected life No. dogs

Jack Russell Terrier 12.7 14−15 1,620

Yorkshire Terrier 12.5 14−15 1,042

Border Collie 12.1 13−14 942

Springer Spaniel 11.9 12−13 790

Crossbred 11.8 14−15 6,511

Labrador Retriever 11.8 12−13 2,500

Staffordshire Bull Terrier 11.3 13−14 2,364

Cocker Spaniel 11.3 12−13 1,073

Shih-tzu 11.1 13−14 638

Cavalier King Charles Spaniel 10.5 11−12 867

German Shepherd Dog 10.2 11−12 1,110

Boxer 10.0 10−11 836

Beagle 9.9 12−13 172

Husky 9.5 12−13 154

Chihuahua 7.9 15−16 458

American Bulldog 7.8 10−11 129

Pug 7.7 11−12 197

English Bulldog 7.4 9−10 478

French Bulldog 4.5 10−11 232

Overall life 
expectancy of dogs 

from Year 1: 
11.2 years

TENG, K. T.-Y., BRODBELT, D. C., 
PEGRAM, C., CHURCH, D. B. & 

O'NEILL, D. G. 2022. Life tables of 
annual life expectancy and mortality 

for companion dogs in the United 
Kingdom. Scientific Reports, 12, 6415.

https://www.rvc.ac.uk/vetcompass/papers-and-data/original-publications 

https://www.rvc.ac.uk/vetcompass/papers-and-data/original-publications
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VetCompass Dog Breed % of 2,283,866 VetCompass dogs in 2023 Number in UK [~12 million]

Crossbreed 24.74 2,969,066

Labrador Retriever 6.25 749,766

Cockapoo 5.45 653,597

English Cocker Spaniel 4.69 562,951

French Bulldog 4.20 503,798

Chihuahua 3.41 409,800

Jack Russell Terrier 3.38 405,307

Staffordshire Bull Terrier 3.07 368,328

Shih-tzu 2.70 324,397

Border Collie 2.51 301,042

Miniature Dachshund 2.13 255,230

German Shepherd Dog 1.90 228,197

English Springer Spaniel 1.86 223,374

Yorkshire Terrier 1.78 213,538

Pug 1.56 186,725

Golden Retriever 1.33 159,051

Cavapoo 1.19 142,658

Labradoodle 1.15 137,803

English Bulldog 1.10 132,024

Cavalier King Charles Spaniel 1.09 130,815

West Highland White Terrier 0.91 109,688

American Bulldog 0.91 108,763

Bichon Frise 0.85 101,822

Border Terrier 0.85 101,486

Dachshund 0.84 100,424

Miniature Schnauzer 0.83 99,810

Lhasa Apso 0.82 97,981
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UK: Licensing of Activities Involving Animals (England) Regulations  2018

Pursuant to s. 13 of the AWA, the LAIA Regulations were introduced to regulate a 
number of activities involving animals, including that of commercial dog breeding.

Sch 6, 6(5) directly addresses the issue of breeding dogs to an extreme conformation:

‘No dog may be kept for breeding if it can reasonably be expected, on the 
basis of its genotype, phenotype or state of health, that breeding from it could 

have a detrimental effect on its health or welfare or welfare of its offspring.’



Virtual Dog Health Forum – ‘Bridging the Gap’ – 3rd & 4th June 2025
“Stop and think before acquiring a 
dog with extreme conformation”

UK
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The Netherlands
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Germany - Qualzucht
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Norway - The Norwegian Society for Protection of Animals



Virtual Dog Health Forum – ‘Bridging the Gap’ – 3rd & 4th June 2025
“Stop and think before acquiring a 
dog with extreme conformation”

Dr Rowena Packer                       Dr Dan O’Neill                       Dr Lizzie Youens

Dr Zoe Belshaw, Sayaka Mochizuki, Johanna Neufuss, Dr Mickey Tivers

How does biomedical health differ between purebred 
Pugs and ‘designer’ Pug outcrosses (Puggle and Jug)

Paper in preparation: Scientific Reports
A solution right under our nose? Comparing Pugs versus Pug- crosses for health, 

behaviour and owner attachment 
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• Sample: 51 purebred Pugs, 51 Jugs (Jack Russell x Pug), 48 Puggles (Beagle x Pug)
• Recruitment: Social media, vet practices, veterinary/animal welfare organisations

Pugs PugglesJugs
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Key Results
Median veterinary costs per month: 
Pug (£41.67) significantly higher than Jug (£9.65) or 
Puggle (£10.17)

Heat, eating, sleep & breathing dysfunction:
Pug significantly higher dysfunction vs Jug or Puggle

Canine Brief Pain Inventory:
Pug significantly higher pain than Jug or Puggle

CBARQ: 
Few differences, Pug less trainable than Jug or Puggle

MDORS: 
No differences in emotional closeness or perceived 
costs

Respiratory Function Grading: 
Pug: Zero scored Grade 0 & 47.1% Grade 2-3
Jug: 100% scored Grade 0
Puggle: 97.9% scored Grade 0

Nostril stenosis: 
Severe nostril stenosis only in Pug (grades 3-5/5)

Orthopaedic exam: 
Pug significantly more likely to show abnormalities in 
7/11 domains assessed

Problem-solving task: 
No differences

Body condition: 
Overweight: Pug (24%) vs Puggle (38%) & Jug (2%)
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Sweden - The Swedish Kennel Club
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Discuss which current actions (from IDHW) should be kept, changed or discarded.

Discuss the reasons for slow progress over past decades

Identify key barriers to progress

Identify new actions/projects (SMART, not wooly!!)

Participants publicly make resolutions on how they can contribute to positive welfare 
change for dogs

Over to you all now to be part of this journey to better health and well-
being for dogs:
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