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By Sarah Whitehead and Dr John Bradshaw

Recently, reseachers at Southampton University’s Anthrozoology Institute

published a canine character guide, which ranked breeds by certain traits,

such as aggression, reactivity and so on. Drawing on their findings, we askedf

the Institute Director, Dr John Bradshaw, and behavioural expert, Sarah :

Whitehead to offer readers some general advice on what kind of dog to
choose for a child, and then to give us ten suitable breeds.

hoosing a dog can be a
bewildering business; it is
particularly important to get the
decision right when choosing a
first dog for a child or tecnager.
Should it be a pedigree dog or a
crossbreed, 2 dog or a bitch,a puppy or 2
slightly older dog which has
already received some
training? Don't forget
that good
breeding,
socialization and
training are just
as, if not more
important,
than what the
breed looks
like or its
possible breed
characteristics.
To help with
choosing the
breed and sex
of the dog. the

Anthrozoology Institute at the University
of Southampton recently carried out a
survey of veterinarians and other dog
behaviour experts, comparing the way
that each of the most popular breeds
tends to behave. It is taken for granted
that the appearance of a dog is largely

determined by its genes - no-one

expects to mate a Labrador with a

Labrador and get a litter of
Chihuahuas!

It is easier to
ignore the
.. fact that

- there are
breed

differences in behaviour as well, although -
these are much less fixed than physical  :
characteristics such as the type of coat.
This is because puppies learn a lot of
their behaviour from their mother, their
littermates, other dogs they come across, =
and, of course, their owners.Yet many of ~ .
the kinds of dog available today were
originally bred for their tendencies to
behave in different ways - Collies for
herding sheep,Terriers and Hounds for =
hunting, Retrievers, Pointers and Spaniels .
for finding and retrieving game. This does
not mean that these breeds automatically -
behave in a particular way, rather that it
is easier to bring out particular types of
behaviour, either deliberately or
accidentally.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TWO TS B

The two most important characteristies
for a child’s dog are probably ease of
training, and the ability to tolerate the
sometimes unpredictable behaviour of
other children. In the survey, no major
differences emerged between any of the
most popular breeds in the ease with
which they could be taught 1o obey
simple commands, such as the recall. For
basic training. it is the technique used
that makes the difference, not the breed
of the dog. However, the survey did find
that female dogs are thought to be
slightly easier to train than males.
Another of the
questions asked in
the survey was
how likely each
breed was to
snap at a child
that provoked it.
It is obviously
important that a
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child should have a dog that will not
react aggressively when a less dog-wise
friend accidentally upsets it.

There are two basic kinds of dog which
may have a tendency to snap at children.
The first are the guarding breeds,
specifically bred to defend what they see
as their own ‘family’ (which may include
other dogs as well as people) against
intruders. Some members of these breeds
may be inclined to threaten people that
they don't know well, particularly if they
are on their home territory, and also if
they behave in an unexpected way. The
commonest of these breeds are the
Rotiweiler, the Dobermann and the
German Shepherd. Parents should think
very carefully before allowing a child to
own any of these, although some German
Shepherds can be docile.

The second kind of breed 1o avoid is
those that tend to be very reactive, so
that they over-react when confronted
with a situation they don't understand.
Most of the Terriers come into this
category, as do many of the Toy breeds.
Both these types of dog are relatively
small in size, and might for this reason be
thought suitable for children, but their
temperament really should rule them out.
A few other breeds with a reputation for
snappiness should also be mentioned; the
Corgi, Cocker Spaniel and Border Collie
are all unsuitable as children's dogs,
unless selected and trained by an expert.

It is also rather risky to choose a
crossbreed or mongrel for this purpose.
These are usually cheaper and easier to
come by than pedigree dogs; the animal
shelters are full of unwanted dogs of
uncertain parentage, and many can be
very appealing to children. However, even
first crosses, where both parents are of a
defined breed, do not necessarily behave
in a way which is somewhere berween
the two parents, and it is even more
difficult to predict the temperament of
mongrels whose history is unknown.

The breeds with the most suitable
temperament for children tend to be
small- or medium-sized, and are docile,
placid and even-tempered - often referred
1o as ‘bomb-proof’! These include many of
the Retrievers, Pointers and Setters that
are renowned as good, ali-round family
dogs. Among the Spanicls, the Cavalier
King Charles and the English Springer

* can make a good choice. The Greyhound
and the Whippet tend to be quier around
the house. although both were bred to
run and need plenty of exercise. Of the

Terriers, the Staffordshire Bull Terrier is
the breed rated best with children;
despite their superficial similarity to the
Pit Bull Terrier, Staffies can make
excellent family pets.

Finally. the decision whether to go for a
dog or a bitch? The survey found that
bitches tend to be better with children
than males, but this tendency is reduced
if the male dog has been castrated.
Bitches are inclined to have ‘mood
swings' when they are in season, so it is
advisable to have any children's dog
neutered. If this is done, the sex of the
dog is probably a less important factor
than its breed.

THE SOCIALIZATION FACTOR

Overall, there is no such thing as a
‘perfect’ dog, let alone one that is
specifically perfect with children. Breed
specific behaviour is greatly influenced,
both exacerbated and diminished. by
environmental factors - where the puppy
was born, what the parents were like and
how much socialization it has had before
being collected by its new owners.

This makes meeting the mother, and
the, father too if possible, absolutely
essential. Puppies do need to be born and
raised in a domestic environment - they
need to have been exposed to all the
kinds of things which they will have to
cope with later on - and this includes
children! Of course, socialization does
not stop when you pick up vour new
puppy.This is then your chance to get it
out and about to meet as many children
as possible, not just your own, and to
have pleasant interactions with them,
before the age of 12 wecks.

Of course. there are always two sides to
the equation. One side is the dog - the
other - the children themselves! Taking on
a dog. no matter what breed, age or
characteristics, is very much like taking
on another child. Do you really have the
time, financial resources and space to
take on such a commitment? Do you
really want a dog for the right reasons?
Are the kids ready to take their share of
the responsibility, or are they oo young.
too busy or too involved with homework
(or members of the opposite sex) to care
once the novelty has worn off?

Take some time to think about the
decision. Visit friends who have dogs and
discuss both the advantages and ~ *
disadvantages with them. Find your local
APDT (Association of Pet Dog Trainers)

A youngster’s relationship with their
first dog is one of the most Important
stages in their developing respect for
animal life.

member, and have a chat with them too.
Magy of them run a ‘test drive a dog
scheme’ whereby prospective puppyv
owners can go and meer 2 puppy of the
breed at puppy class before buying.
Finally. if there are any elements about
mixing dogs and kids about which you
are unsure, take a deep breath and
rethink. For the sake of a few days
reconsideration, a goldfish may save you 2
great deal of time. expense and sanity!

TEN BREEDS
FOR CHILDREN

Cavalier King Charles Spaniel

Photos left and above: Sally Anne Thompson

A big personality in a small frame,
Cavaliers are generally kind and loving
litde dogs. They relate well to gentle
children, and are still keen to go for long
country romps with the more boisterous
ones.

Cavaliers do need more coat care than
average. which mav put some families off
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Sarah Whitehead, is a pet
behaviour counsenor a member

Like so many of the pure breeds, they
also suffer from hereditary diseases -
heart complaints and epilepsy to name
but two. It is essential that a puppy is
chosen from parents which have
undergone rigorous testing for such
defects - and even then there are no
guarantees.

Of cheerful disposition, Cavaliers make
the perfect starting point of dog
ownership for many families - it's a shame
that so many people are put off by the
small size and lack of macho image!

Labrador Retriever

Think of the ad man’s dream, and think of
the Labrador. Black, yvellow or chocolate
(brown), Labs are presented as the
ultimate in ‘wash and wear’ family pet. It
is true that they are a ‘go-anywhere’ kind
of dog - but vou may need to take them
there twice - the second time to
apologize!

Good socialization and training is
needed to teach these dogs to control
their natural enthusiasm for life, and to
greet people and children at ground level
- not chest height. Most are excellent
with children, regarding them as the
perfect food dispensing machines, which
builds the bond if nothing else! However,
Labradors do need firm but gentle
control if they are not to lead the kids
into bad habits and over-excitability.

They stobber, love mud and chew
vigorously as puppies and adolescents.
An active family. totally committed to
exercise and training is required to reap
the full reward of these lovely dogs.

Elegant and sweet-natured, Setters are
generally overlooked when considering
breeds suitable for family life-styles. This
may be because their long silky coats
require regular maintenance. or simply
because thev have not been pushed into
public consciousness by the ad man.The
combination has meant that, up to now, i
they have also been largely over-looked
by the puppy farmers and indiscriminate
breeders, which in turn means that the
breed’s temperament has been mostly
unscathed.

English Setters are biddable, gentle and
affectionate. However, they can also be a
bit scatty and need lots of gentle training.
No dog should ever be teased by
children, but Setters are particularly
sensitive.

Staffordshire Bull Terrier

Golden Retriever

Once known as being the perfect family
pet, Golden Retrievers are currently
experiencing something of an image
crisis. While the vast majority are placid,
outgoing and cheerful, although a little
stubborn, a small but potent minority
have tarnished the good reputation of the
breed.

Possessive aggression, general
moodiness and an unwillingness to be
handled are amongst the behavioural
problems presented all too commonly to
behaviour counsellors across the country.
Sadly. the very popularity of the breed
has probably been their downfall, leaving
unsuspecting prospective puppy buvers
vulnerable to buying puppies from puppy
farms or outlets where temperament is
less important than financial gain.

Bought from a reliable source, or from
a pet home where the temperaments of
bath mother and father are known to be
100 per cent reliable, a sound Goldie can
be the most affable, adorable and good
natured pet any family could wish for.
Early socialization is essential with this, as
with any breed, and sensible early contact
with lots of other dogs is particularly
important for males.

Don't forget that Golden Retrievers are
working dogs - they need lots of outdoor,
off-lead exercise, even when it's raining.
Like most Gundogs, Goldies love to
retrieve, and adore water. They also shed
lots of beautiful golden hair, all over your
best suit and the carpet. This is definitelv
not a breed for the house-proud!

English Setter

Happy, outgoing and with a wicked sense
of humour, Staffies are one of the clowns
of the dog world. Well bred, well
socialized and sensibly integrated into a
family with some common-sense ground
rules. Staffies really can represent a
bomb-proof dog with kids. In fact, their
sense of humour mav mean it's more like
taking on an extra child than simply
buving a dog.

Staffies are usually tolerant to the point
of martyedom with chitdren, which
means that the kids are the ones that
need to be trained how to handle the
dog, not the other way around. However,
they are not alwavs known for the same
friendly behaviour with other dogs - and
this means that walking one always
requires adult supervision.

Being a Terrier, some will also become
over-excited on hearing squealing
sounds, and may decide that fast
movements and high-pitched noises need
to be deait with in Terrier-type fashion.
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Spaniels in general are always appcahng
The Cocker could once be relied upon to
provide safe family companionship, but
sadly. the survey indicated this is no
longer the case. Springers are, as the
name suggests, springy! They are full of
energy and enthusiasm, but this is
projected in 2 good natured way, really in
an attempt to be loved by all. They are
incredibly "busy’ dogs who need both
mental and physical stimulation if they
are not 1o devise their own brand of
entertainment - such as destroying the
furniture 1o pass the time when you are
out.

Springers are working Gundogs
through and through. They will repay
kind, fair and effective training one
hundred times over and build a
wonderful relationship with those that
take the time to channel their natural
instincts in appropriate ways. Older, more
responsible children may get the best out
of a Springer, but will need an
experienced adult to guide them.

Greyhound

Gentle and calm. most Grevhounds are
sensible enough to train a child in a short
space of time. However, thev do not
appreciate being leapt upon, nor being
subjected to loud noises. They are usually
happy to take part in family activities, but
do not object 1o being left at home for a
rest for short periods either.

: Sally Anne Thompson

Greyvhounds are usually easy to walk -
rarely pulling on the lead. However, many
are unable to resist the sight of a fast
moving object heading into the distance,
and this makes them unsuitable in
households where rabbits or guinea pigs
are already pets, unless they have been
brought up with them from an early age.
Many will also chase cats outside the
home environment, and this means that
great care may be needed if exercising
them off-leash.

Boxer

If there was ever a breed that never
grows up. the Boxer is it! Great fun for a
family with a vast sense of humour, loads
of encrgy and furnishings they do not
care about. All dogs tend to reflect the
behaviour of those around them. If your
kids are unruly and rowdy. the dog will
be too. but Boxers take this behaviour
and magnify it ten times over before
reflecting it back.

Some aduit male Boxers can be feisty
with other dogs, so lots of earlv
socialization, as always, is required.
Equally. some early training - of both kids
and the puppy - is essential if the adult
members of the household wish to retain
their sanity.

Whippeta

Whippets may be smaller than their
Grevhound cousins, but they are gentle,
affectionate and intelligent, making them
suitable as companions and training
partners for gentle and understanding
children. However, it is important to
point out that they will not appreciate
being man-handled, and mayv be
somewhat touch or sound-sensitive.

Basset Hounds

In the survey, Basset Hounds were also
considered to be good with children, as
they are non-reactive. generally placid in
nature and unlikely to be snappy.
However, they are not known for their
love of exercise, and like good periods of
uninterrupted sleep. Their sheer body
shape also makes them vulnerable to
being injured if a small child were to fall
on them, and this has to be a
consideration.

Sally Anne Thompson
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