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Breed specific legislation is based on the premise that dogs of certain breeds are genetically 
alike and therefore will behave alike.  There are several problems with this assumption:   

1) Often the breed of individual dogs cannot be reliably determined.   The breed of an 
individual dog may be determined by knowledge of the dog’s parentage, by viewing accepted 
registration papers or by guessing the breed by visual means.   Voith’s 1 work has revealed 
that visual identification of the breeds that make up mixed breed dogs (which are the most 
commonly owned dogs) is highly inaccurate.   When knowledgeable people guessed the breeds 
of a several mixed breed dogs they were rarely correct in even choosing one of the breeds   

2)  Although it is commonly stated in popular and some scientific literature that breeds of 
dogs differ behaviorally in consistent and predictable ways, there is very little evidence.
2,3  Surprisingly, it is only since the mid-twentieth century that scientists have looked for 
substantial behavioral differences between breeds of dogs.  These research findings that have 
measured differences between breeds in temperament and cognitive performance have been 
published in a recent literature review. 2   The different methodologies used to rank breeds 
according to behavior make the research results difficult to interpret and compare.  The 
method of indirect collection of data through owner surveys is more likely to report breed 
differences than experimental studies.  Surveys, although beneficial in that they enable the 
collection of large amounts of data tend to be invalid due to respondent bias.  On the other 
hand, experimental studies are less common due to the difficulty of implementing and are 
less likely to report breed differences.    Both types of studies however, have reported some 
differences in some types of behavior between breeds but also even higher numbers of 
differences in behavior within members of a breed.   The within breed differences have been 
attributed to environmental variances and genetic influences according to location and 
selective breeding.     In other words, although purebred dogs of each of the identified breeds 
(which there are over 1000!) may look alike, they behave differently.  Dogs recognized as 
Labrador Retrievers do not behave the same.  The reason for this variation is that behavior 
is not only genetically determined but is also highly influenced by experience.  A Labrador 
Retriever bred for beauty is unlikely to be a good hunting dog.  However, if that dog was 
raised in a family and received training to retrieve, he may be able to hunt adequately.  On 
the other hand a Labrador Retriever bred to hunt is also less likely to be a good hunting dog if 
the dog is raised with little contact with people and has had no training.    

3) The breeding of purebred dogs has focused on morphology which only accounts for .5% 
of the dog’s entire genome.  The behavior of the purebred dogs was neglected by the dog 
fanciers.  We now know that the inheritance of behavior is much more complicated than 
morphology, and is most likely unrelated to the inheritance of morphology.  

In conclusion:  Due to the complicated inheritance of behavioral traits and the powerful 
influence of the environment on behavior, it is highly recommended to assess the behavior of 
an individual dog not its breed when assessing the risk it poses to the community. 

Even if it were possible to predict the behavior of a dog based on the dog’s breed, it has been 
shown that breed bans as a method to protect a community from dog bites are not only 
ineffective but also extremely difficult to implement.   The Number Needed to Ban (NNB) 4 is 
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a mathematical figure that was developed based on the risk-based statistic Number Needed 
to Treat (NNT).   The NNT is the average number of patients that would need to be treated to 
prevent one patient from developing the disease in question.  This number is used by insurers 
to justify the cost of the treatment.  The NNB is the number of dogs that would need to be 
removed to prevent a single dog bite.  Dog bites vary in their severity however and different 
NNB’s were calculated for each category.  The NNB of the target breed to prevent a single 
emergency department visit due to dog bite each year is 5,128 dogs,  and based on dog bite 
figures from Colorado,  8,333 dogs to prevent a single dog bite.  30,663 to prevent a single 
reconstructive procedure,  109,495 to prevent a hospitalization secondary to a dog bite,  
59.523 to prevent a single insurance claim for d dog bite related injury per year.   

 The large values for NNB indicate the implausibility that BSL can substantially 
decrease the number of dog bite-related injuries in a community.  Not only would breed bans 
be too expensive and difficult to implement, the NNB numbers support choosing a more 
rational and breed-neutral method to protect the public from dog bites.    
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