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If you have owned or bred purebred dogs, it is likely that you have 
owned a dog at some point with a problem that is either hereditary, 
or suspected to be hereditary. If you own a dog at the present time, 
be assured that this dog, regardless of whether it appears to be 
healthy, carries a number of defective genes that may become 
manifest at any time in the future, either because the defect 
manifests later in life, or because the defect will only manifest in 
the progeny of the animal. Animals without defective genes do not 
exist! It thereby follows that if you breed animals long enough, you 
will breed hereditary defects.  How you address these defects will 
determine both you long-term success as a breeder and your 
contribution to your chosen breed. 
 
The conscientious breeder must constantly make decisions about 
the various hereditary problems that he or she encounters. It may 
be very difficult to choose between the dog with a horrendous front 
assembly or topline and the dog that is hypothyroid but otherwise 
sound. Indeed, the decision made by a lover of the breed ring may 
be quite different than the decision made by the hunting enthusiast. 
The tolerance for poor coat quality may be quite different with the 
conformation enthusiast than it will be with the obedience 
enthusiast. Thus, breeding decisions are made every day that may 
be right for one person and wrong for the other.  The conscientious 
breeder must face these decisions squarely and take responsibility 
when things go wrong. 
 
It is extremely helpful when a breeder is aware of the specific 
mode of inheritance of a given trait. When this is true, as for some 
hereditary eye disorders, a breeder’s decision-making can also be 
specific to address the problem at hand.  More often, the mode of 
inheritance of a given trait will not be known, and the breeder will 



have to make the choice between eliminating animals from the 
gene pool entirely, or trying to gradually eliminate the problem 
with crosses to animals he or she believes to be unaffected. How 
long it will take to eliminate or decrease the frequency of the 
problem will depend upon the mode of inheritance and the 
availability with the gene pool of unaffected and noncarrier 
animals. 
 
It is also important to discuss how not to address hereditary 
problems within your breed: 
 
1. Do not “trash” other breeding programs. You may be acting 

under erroneous information or you may fail to see the positive 
attributes available within the line.  You may also be falsely 
assuming that the problem is not already being addressed. 

2. Do not pass the buck.  The production of a hereditary defect is 
not the fault of some obscure ancestor. If you have produced it, 
it is now your responsibility. 

3. Do not wish the problem away. The sooner that you accept that 
the problem exists, the sooner you will eliminate it. 

4. Do not panic! Panic serves to send otherwise honest breeders 
into hiding, which harms the breed in the long run. Hereditary 
problems must be approached rationally and without finger 
pointing. 

 
Always remember that the perfect dog does not exist. If it did, then 
dog breeding would be a simple endeavor indeed. It is the 
wonderfully complex action of mixing various genes that will 
produce the next big breed winner and the next hereditary defect. 
You cannot have one without the other. 


