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10 Questions you must ask your breeder – AFTER you know she’s responsible
by Joanna Kimball on July 19, 2011, 11 comments
There are a thousand web pages out there that will give you a list of questions to ask a breeder. They’re almost all oriented toward helping
you find a person who’s above a certain level of responsibility – does she attempt to preserve or improve a breed, does she health test, stuff
like that.
And those are good lists. I am always glad when I get a puppy buyer who is reading off what is obviously a laboriously collected set of
questions. It’s a great sign that they’re doing their homework and research.
What you may not know is that your work isn’t done yet – not if you’re really serious about this. If you stop now, if you get the answers you
need and then buy yourself a puppy, you WILL get a well-bred puppy. You’ve done that basic, extremely important job. But what you have
NOT done is found out very much about whether you’re going to be happy with this breeder for the next (hopefully) fifteen years.
I’ve often spoken of dogs in terms of brands – because I think that the best way for most people to think of the way purebreds are produced
is to put it in terms of the real thing or counterfeits. You always fall in love with the real thing – nobody ever finds a picture of a “Couch” purse
and says “Wow, I like that better than the $300 version!” You WANT the real one. You get suckered into paying for the fake one because you
convince yourself that it’s enough like the genuine article that you’re actually smarter to get the knock-off.
We all knows what happens to the knock-offs, though. You wear them for a few days and then the finish begins to wear off the Leather-Like
(R) surface or the Tiffanee ring leaves a green stain on your finger, and they end up in the back of the closet. On the other hand, the ring you
killed yourself to pay for at the real counter is a signature piece that you wear every day for the rest of your life and leave to your grandkids.
Those basic questions for the breeder, the ones you ask first, establish whether you’re buying the real brand or a counterfeit. The questions
I’m going to suggest you ask next are the ones that tell you what kind of “store” you’re buying from.
Please, please understand that THERE ARE NO RIGHT OR WRONG ANSWERS TO THESE QUESTIONS. They define certain aspects of the
relationship you’re going to have, and my ideal answer is going to be different from yours. In fact, it may be radically different. If you ask me
these questions, my answers may tell you that in fact you’d be quite unhappy buying from me, but thrilled with the experience of buying
from someone else. That wouldn’t hurt my feelings – in fact, I want it.
I want you to think about them because I have seen so much good come from lifelong friendships that are formed when people who are on
the same wavelength are involved in a dog transaction (some of my most wonderful friends are people I’ve either bought dogs from or used
a stud dog or whatever), and I’ve seen so much personal hurt and misunderstanding come from two people who are both terribly well
intentioned but who have completely different ideas of how the breeder-owner relationship should be.

So here they are:
1) Why did you personally get involved in this breed?
2) What do you consider a successful breeding?
3) Have you ever had a real disaster of a litter?
4) Why did you choose these particular two dogs?
5) Do you often get fluffs and mismarks? (Substitute whatever the biggies are in your breed – whites in boxers, for example, or long-coats in
Shepherds; do enough research to know what they are.)
6) What kind of owners tend to do best with your dogs?
7) What do you feed your dogs and what would you like buyers to feed?
8) What’s one thing people often don’t know about this breed that you wish they did?
9) If there was one thing you could wave your wand and fix in your breed, what would it be?
10) If I buy a puppy from you, do you call me or should I call you?
See what I mean that there are not right or wrong answers to these? What they’re going to do is let you know what the priorities of the
breeder are, how he or she perceives himself or herself in the grand scheme of the breed, reveal attachments they have with other
breeders or owners, and (perhaps most important) tell you whether this breeder wants you in bed with them or at arm’s length. There are
some breeders who want (and should get) weekly updates for the first year. There are others who don’t mind if you never call them again.
Will the first drive you batty or make you feel loved? Will the second give you the freedom you crave or does that scream “uncaring”? Your
job is making sure your breeder is close to you on the spectrum, or that you can meet his or her expectations without strain.
If I ask these ten questions questions and the answer to the “successful” and “disaster” litter questions are two sides of a single coin, I know
what the top priority is for that breeder. If they center on show success, conformation, or absence of faults, that’s likely to be a breeder that
I’d go to for a “flyer” show dog. If they instead dwell on how happy or unsatisfying the placements turned out to be, that’s a breeder who
cares a lot about relationships. If I hear a lot about health – or personality or herding success or therapy success or fill in the blank – I can
tell if this breeder and I have the same definition of an A-plus job.
I personally think it’s very revealing to explore the idea of those cosmetic faults that tend to be show ring DQs or such big no-nos that they’re
in effect DQs. A breeder who says “Oh my goodness, I would never EVER do a breeding that would make fluffs – it’s my job to make as many
dogs who could be shown as possible!” is a very different person than one who says “I adore fluffs and have kept several; I never worry
about them in my breeding.” Neither one is right or wrong, but if you’re looking for a very reliable pedigree with zero coat in it you’re going
to be happier with the first. If you would rather have a breeder who’s a bit more loosey-goosey (and maybe likes “cute” even more than she
likes “correct”!), the second breeder is likely to be your gal.
Now that magic wand question is a bit of a subtle one – I love to ask it because there’s an answer I want to hear and if I do I am thrilled. But
I’d honestly ask it even if I didn’t have something in mind, because the answer is going to tell you something about that breeder’s long-term
plans and big-picture goals. “Group placements” is a different answer than “Temperament.” “Longevity” is a different answer than “No dogs
in rescue.” They’re all GOOD goals. But one type of breeder is going to be your better fit.
Number 8, the one thing people don’t know about the breed, is the one I want to address last, because it’s the one thing on there that could
cause you to not just walk away from a breeder but walk away from a breed entirely. It’s a very simple question with some very high stakes.
For example, if I told you that the one thing I wish people knew about Great Danes is that they are NOT big brave dogs but in fact are very
soft and sensitive and a huge minority of them have fear issues – that we usually DON’T get the TV version of the breed, that they’re not
suited to dog parks, that they can be sharp with other dogs and do a lot of damage even when behaving normally – if you’re honest with
yourself you might realize that the picture in your head that you had of your life with this dog is no longer correct.
At that point the huge temptation will be to say “Well, none of the books I read say that, and I am sure she’s wrong – or I am sure the puppy
I get won’t have that issue.” But I’m going to honestly BEG you to trust her when she says whatever it is she says. It doesn’t mean you don’t
get the dog, but it might mean you need to put down the phone and have a very serious conversation with your spouse or your roommate or
you obedience trainer.
One final hint – ask these in the course of a normal relaxed conversation, or your breeder is going to think she’s stumbled into the Spanish
Inquisition! It’s great to ask up front if this is a good time to have a breed discussion – if I hear that, I chase my kids outside and know I’m not
going anywhere for an hour. Long phone conversations, or long ringside conversations, or twelve-page e-mails, are normal for breeders. We
all expect it. And you’ll get some major brownie points for asking and understanding good questions. But try to avoid asking them as
somebody’s got a dog on the table getting nails trimmed!
Off I go – to trim nails, natch. And Clue needs some midnight soup; she was breathing hard when she came up the stairs tonight because all
of a sudden she’s dragging a load of golf balls with her. So I’ll end this here – but if you are a breeder, or you are an owner who wants to add
to this list, PLEASE comment. I never mind being told that I forgot something, and a good list is power for both breeders and owners.
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Erin on July 19, 2011 at 5:46 pm
Some of these questions are going to be breed specific as well. Like, for Aussies, I want to know if they have an “off switch.”
Not all of them do, and people who are going to be working them every day want and need that, but I want mine to be able
to have the high drive to work when I want them to and settle down in the house without herding the cat all day. Also,
another question I would have is “do your dogs have any instinct whatsoever for whatever their historical job is?” If you are
going to own an Aussie (or insert dog of your choice here) and care about instinct, you need to make sure you get it from a
breeder who does too. Many of the “responsible” breeders are also show breeders and may or may not have worked hard to
keep that instinct in tact. Then again, if I want a nicely bred Aussie, but don’t want them chasing my cats, it’s not completely
far fetched to think that you can find a breeder who says “nah, my dogs don’t herd things more than any other dog.”
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Erin on July 19, 2011 at 5:47 pm
But as I read my reply, I also think, if you want an Aussie who doesn’t chase cats, maybe you shouldn’t get a herding
breed.. so that’s not totally what I meant. However, many, many dogs to have instinct for their original work so it’s
still a valid question.
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Christina on July 19, 2011 at 11:58 pm
FWIW, as someone who’s been dreaming of aussies for 10 years now (husband talked me into a corgi for the
second dog, but the next one is likely going to be an aussie… though a blacksheep puppy is so tempting!) I know
exactly what you mean. I think the word is biddable. You want a dog with good drive but who can actually learn
and not be all “OMG OMG WHAT’S GOING ON OVER THERE, OMG SHINEY, OOO”. That’s the exact quality I want in
my aussie. I plan on doing agility and pretty much anything the dog will get into (herding, hopefully if we can get
regular lessons going) but I need a dog who can turn off in the evenings after a good day’s work.
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rufflyspeaking on July 19, 2011 at 5:55 pm
Asking about suitability is pretty important, for sure. But in that case I think a) there’s a “right” answer to that, which the
breeder is going to know and going to give you, and b) virtually any dog is going to have some instinct to do, honestly,
anything. Since the jobs we give our dogs are heightened versions of the behaviors they display naturally, I could say
that my corgis display some instinct to retrieve ducks or course hares and that would be perfectly truthful. If you said
“I’m worried that an Aussie is going to hurt my cats” you might get a better answer – you will get something like “No,
my dogs don’t really chase stuff” or “I think you’re right to be concerned; you need to train these dogs from day one – if
you do that, you’re probably going to be fine, but they’re definitely herding dogs and not couch potatoes.”
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This is a very helpful post, especially to someone like me who has this insatiable drive to exhaustively seek out answers
before diving in and making decisions about anything important. =] Thanks for sharing this. I really liked your raw feeding
advice too. It ultimately started my whole thought process on the idea and now we’ve been feeding our girl raw for 7
months…and LOVE it (and so does SHE!). =]
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