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Foreword

By Danni Menzies

Dog lover and presenter of A Place in the Sun

If you’re reading this, it means you’re taking the first step towards getting a new best friend, a sidekick, a family member and, if you’re anything like me, the love of your life. Dogs can bring so much joy to your life; they are such intelligent animals filled with kindness, compassion and loyalty. It becomes a partnership; if you give them what they need, I promise you’ll get so much more back.

Deciding on your new dog is like choosing a partner in life. A dog needs to fit with you, your lifestyle, your family and your home. When you get it just right, you’ll never want to live without one.

So many people blindly enter into getting a new dog and hope for the best, which – unless you’re lucky – can result in a lot of unnecessary stress for you and your dog. But, by reading this book, you can gain an insight into how to get that perfect balance – the breed, rescue or not, and age – and avoid the pitfalls.

I’ve got to admit that when I got my little Jack Russell I was very lucky, having not really thought it through properly. I’d grown up with dogs all my life, and before getting a new pup we would usually have met the dog’s parents and its owners. So having had plenty of experience thanks to my dad when it came to training dogs, I felt I knew what I was doing.

Despite that, being from the countryside and far from home, I was naïve when an online ad led me to my current dog Kinky. The warning signs were there from the start – the owners wanted to bring the puppies to me and they didn’t look in great condition. Thinking back on it now, they could have been from different litters; later, I found out they had definitely been taken away from their mother too early. At this point in my life I had no idea what a puppy farm was. It wasn’t until days later it all started to click.

Looking back, the warning signs were so obvious but I had no idea what to look out for, which is why doing your research is so important. I’ve heard some horror stories and luckily mine is not one of them. Although Kinky was slightly malnourished and had some tummy issues, she rallied and thrived with the right care and the time that I could give her. After a few months, she started to grow into a healthy, happy little pup.

I’ve worked with many animal charities and had they picked up a pup like Kinky she wouldn’t have been re-homed until she was healthy and strong, so don’t dismiss the idea of rescuing. In my opinion, they make the best dogs. Shelters in the UK are always full; the dogs you’ll meet in them are there through no fault of their own, which is why we must all do our best to get it right and avoid heartache for both parties.

Had I not been off work, and hadn’t had both the experience and time to give Kinky what she needed, mine could be a different story. It took a lot of time and care to help Kinky recover from her unfortunate start. Initially, she was with me pretty much day and night. It was very rewarding, but the fact it can be so time-consuming is something to bear in mind. Some rescues and breeds will need more care than others, so be prepared.

My dad once said to me, ‘If you keep a dog by your side for the first three months, it’ll never leave you.’ This is something that I’ve done with every dog I’ve had, taking them everywhere – the pub, shops, on buses and in taxis. The dogs go on to be great at travelling around and I know I can trust them. So if I had to pass on some wise words, Dad’s advice probably couldn’t be bettered.

When deciding on your new best friend, it’s so important to consider all the factors – where you are in your life, your family and the space you have. There will be a dog that’s just right for you, and you’re in the right place to discover it.

A new dog is for life, and what a life they give you. Enjoy!





Introduction

Each year, more and more people become dog owners, with nearly nine million UK households1 now making a pooch part of the family. Head online and you’ll find the Internet full of cute canine videos, while films such as A Dog’s Purpose grace our cinema screens, and even our toilet paper comes printed with puppies! Clearly, we still believe that a dog is man’s very best friend.

Do you dream of owning a dog yourself? Perhaps it started in childhood, a need somewhat fulfilled with a cuddly toy (or ten!). Or maybe you read Marley and Me, shedding a tear alongside John and Jenny as they said their final goodbyes to their challenging Labrador. Now you find you stop to pat every passing pup.

Sadly, however, figures from the Dogs Trust show that close to 50,000 dogs are abandoned each year,2 as the dream of dog ownership shatters. Those dogs and puppies we seem to want so very much are regularly dumped, sold on and re-homed through no fault of their own. Is this any way to treat our besties? Chances are, if you’re reading this book, you’ve answered no.

How did we come to this?

Why do so many puppy–owner relationships breakdown? Of course, people give many reasons. It might be that the new owner was ill-informed about the realities, practicalities and costs of dog ownership. Perhaps they chose the wrong type of dog for their household and lifestyle, or maybe some unforeseen event meant that their life changed beyond recognition and their pet no longer fitted their plans. You might feel that these reasons aren’t acceptable and that, in most cases, the owners and breeders should have known better.

In many cases, I would agree. So many puppy purchases are not well thought out and are doomed to fail from the very beginning. In fact, The Kennel Club (KC) found that one in four UK puppy buyers takes fewer than two hours to decide on their pup.3 But the fallout from this lack of forethought can be catastrophic for the pet involved.

Time to change

Increasingly however, we are recognising our responsibilities to the animals around us. New laws have tightened controls on the breeding and selling of dogs and there are increased judicial sentences for those who harm animals. For example, Finn’s Law acknowledges that service dogs are not just property but sentient beings.4 Dog walkers and kennels must now be inspected and licensed by the local council to ensure the animals in their care are looked after properly. Laws also exist to help owners understand how their dog should behave in public. Laws governing pet theft are also under discussion, although the break for the General Election on 12 December 2019 interrupted potential legislation being passed.5

Finally, there seems to be an appetite for addressing many of the issues that lead to so many unwanted dogs being re-homed or euthanised.

Is this book for you?

This book is for everyone who wants to introduce a new dog to their home in a way that is both responsible and ethical. Within these pages, you will learn how to make an honest appraisal of the kind of home you are offering and assess whether owning a dog is genuinely for you. It will also discuss alternatives to dog ownership, such as fostering and volunteer walking, and explain the law on dog ownership, so that you can fully understand your responsibilities when you bring a dog into your community.

You will also learn about the pros and cons of different breeds, types, ages, breeding and provenance of dogs, and how one canine pal may be more suited to your lifestyle and needs than another. The book also discusses assistance dogs, hobbies that you may enjoy with your new pet and how to introduce another dog into your household if you already own one.

You will discover how to find an ethical breeder or rescue organisation and how to choose your perfect pup. The book will also warn of the red flags to look out for when dealing with those offering you a dog, and guide you past pitfalls and common mistakes to enable you to maximise the chance of having a positive experience. Each chapter will include expert comment to cover all your questions.

Finally, How to Pick a Puppy will ease you into your first month of pet ownership with practical advice and information about the all-important settling in period. It will discuss early socialisation and training, healthcare and vet choice, insurance and how to puppy-proof your home. In the event of the need for re-homing, this book offers supportive and non-judgemental guidelines to ensure the best outcome.

This easy-to-read book will put you on track to find your perfect pooch – and help you to enjoy a lifetime of happy memories.



 

 

1 ‘Dog Population 2018’, PFMA.org.uk, [accessed 10 September 2019]. https://www.pfma.org.uk/dog-population-2018

2 Winter, S. – ‘Nation of animal lovers? UK’s shame as 50,000 pet dogs dumped in one year’, Daily Express (2015) [accessed 22 April 2020]. https://www.express.co.uk/news/nature/609353/The-Dogs-Trust-stray-dog-crisis-in-UK

3 ‘One in three inadvertently buy from puppy farms on impulse’, The Kennel Club [accessed 29.11.19]. https://www.thekennelclub.org.uk/press-releases/2019/august/one-the-three-inadvertently-buy-from-puppy-farms-on-impulse

4 ‘Finn’s Law delivered to protect brave service animals’, Gov.uk [accessed 8 December 2019]. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/finns-law-delivered-to-protect-brave-service-animals

5 ‘Decisions of the Petitions Committee Tuesday 15 October 2019’, Parliament.uk [accessed 8 December 2019]. https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/petitions-committee/news-parliament-2017/committee-decisions-15-october-2019






Part I

The Research Phase




1

What Kind of Home Are You?

When you’re thinking of bringing a puppy or dog into your home, the first concept you must grasp is that you should think in terms of what you can offer the pet and not what you may want from it. You must start with a truly honest appraisal of the kind of home you have, taking into account key practical and lifestyle factors that may influence what kind of canine companion you choose and, indeed, whether you should have a dog at all. Any responsible breeder, rescue centre or home-checker will likely also ask these questions. The key here is that you are aiming to offer your dog a forever home with a lifetime of love and care. Anything less than that is not good enough.

Your house

A good starting point is examining your home in terms of size and location. Do you have a big or small house, and would the type of dog you fancy actually fit your home? Cute puppies grow quickly – for example, a Bernese Mountain Dog can end up being 70cm tall and weighing 120lb. If you live in a small cottage with bulky furniture, a large dog may struggle to turn round! You’ll need to find a pet that fits your house comfortably.

Also consider whether your home has a secure and enclosed outside space. Terriers can dig under fences, while breeds such as Whippets can jump surprisingly high barriers and even very small dogs can slip through gaps unnoticed in a split second. Dogs may also wander off out of curiosity, from fear after sudden noises like fireworks and thunder, or because of their hormones. It pays to think ahead and dog-proof your environment, particularly if you’d like the type of dog that enjoys escapology. Perhaps surprisingly, FidoFinder.com lists the innocent-looking Chihuahua as the most commonly reported lost dog breed, with Yorkies, Labradors, German Shepherds, Huskies and Poodles all making the top ten.1

Is there a large private garden or a small patio at home – and how will this affect your choice of pet? Do you share a green space with others? Do those people own dogs or other animals, and are they happy to be around new dogs? Remember, you’ll be cleaning up after your dog for years to come, too, whatever the weather, and some spaces will be easier to manage than others. Again, ask what sort of outside space you have to offer your future pooch.

Your neighbourhood

Do you live in a flat, a terraced or an attached or detached house? Are you living in the countryside, in an urban area or the suburbs? What is your neighbourhood like? Is it animal-friendly? Is it noisy? Are there busy roads? Are there plenty of parks nearby? Does your front door open on to the street and can you guarantee it will be kept closed or locked? Do you share your entrance with others? Is there a driveway that could present a hazard? Bear in mind that ‘invisible fence’ collars (which deliver an electric stimulus if an animal crosses a certain area, so essentially work on fear/pain to keep the dog contained) are considered cruel and unnecessary by organisations such as the RSPCA, who recommend the use of positive reward-based training instead.2

It will be your responsibility to keep your pet safe from inquisitive toddlers and sharp furniture inside the home, from poisonous plants and ponds in your garden, and from the dangers beyond your front door, such as speeding traffic and the risk of being lost or stolen. Some breeds are more inclined to roam than others; those originally bred for independent working may prove harder to train than breeds designed simply for companionship. Start thinking now about what restrictions your home and its location might present.

Within your home, are there separate rooms or is it open plan? Do you have staircases, tiled or carpeted floors and easy access to the area you intend your puppy to toilet? Where would a dog sleep at night, and where would it spend its days? Think through how you plan to accommodate a puppy and how you see it growing and developing alongside you and your family. Years as a dog owner can be incredibly enriching, so ensure you get it right at the start.

Rules on renting

Do you own your home and the spaces outside? Or do you rent either privately or from the local authority? Are there restrictions on keeping pets in your building? Must you pay an extra damage deposit or inform anyone before you go ahead and introduce a pet to your home? Finding out dogs are not allowed once you have one can cause stress and heartache. Put in the research now and be 100 per cent sure you can go ahead with owning a dog (ideally before you even meet and fall in love with one).

Finally, consider your neighbours and how close their property is to yours. Do you already have a good relationship with them? Some breeds are notorious for territorial barking, others may be prone to loneliness and bark in distress. Dog training could help in these situations, but neighbours might still complain and take their grievances further. You can’t choose your neighbours; but you can choose your dog!

Your family

Something else to consider is who lives in the house with you. Is it just you, you and a partner or do you live with several other adults? Do you live with a landlord or landlady, or are you a homeowner with lodgers? Are there children in the house, or do children visit regularly? A boisterous puppy might not be suited to a home with young children who could easily be knocked over and become scared of their pet. Are there elderly people living in the home, or anyone with special needs or physical limitations or disabilities? Breeds such as Vizslas and Dalmatians are infamous for being excitable, and likely wouldn’t suit a home where they might injure someone frail.

Are the people you live with responsible and will they share the responsibilities of owning a dog, or will you be caring for these people, too, thus impacting your time to care for a dog? If you share your home with other adults or are renting, do you need permission to get a dog, and are the individuals involved happy with the decision and supportive of the idea? A puppy needs consistent training, so all the people it sees regularly will need to agree on the commands you teach and general expected behaviour.

Who shares your home?

How do the people who live in your house use it? Which rooms do they use most? How often are the residents at home? Do these people keep regular hours, do they work shifts, are they up early in the morning or do they come home late? Are the people who currently live in your home likely to be there in the long term? A Greyhound will happily stay sleeping while one householder rises early for work, while a German Shorthaired Pointer would want to be walked the minute it sensed the slightest hope of the start of the day, and is unlikely to go back to bed for another few hours. Can you handle an active dog or would you prefer one that likes to lounge?

Alongside the people who occupy and visit your home, are there existing animals to consider? Would the new dog get along with other dogs, cats, ‘small furries’ such as guinea pigs (probably not if it is a hound with a strong prey drive, such as a Lurcher), captive birds, chickens in the garden or sheep and horses in neighbouring fields? How about the wildlife that lives close by? Are there rabbits, foxes or hedgehogs – and how would a new dog impact them? Should you avoid some breeds to ensure harmony?

Your lifestyle

Once you have considered the type of house you have and who lives there, you need to move on to thinking about how you live your life and how it affects the home your pet would live in. Are you an active, noisy person who enjoys socialising? Do you have a lot of people come and visit, using your house as a social venue? Do you regularly have parties and gatherings, for example? Do you have young, noisy, active children? Or are there teenagers or young adults coming and going, bringing friends in and having sleepovers? Maybe your home life is quiet, and you would prefer to keep it that way – some dogs need a calm environment, too.

Do you keep a messy or tidy house? Are there toys on the floor, is food left out ? Or perhaps you pride yourself on your spotless cream carpet. If you’re thinking of getting a puppy and you can’t and don’t want to change how you live, what will the consequences be? A chewed up treasured toy and a crying child? An expensive trip to the vet when a chocolate cake is snaffled from the kitchen counter? Or frustration when a muddy, long-haired dog comes in from the rain or a puppy doesn’t make it to the toilet in time? Prevent problems later by thinking hard about what you expect from your potential puppy.

What other responsibilities exist in your life already? Do you work outside the home? Is your job flexible, do you travel far to get there, depend on public transport for your timely return and do you often work late? Is this the same for the other people who will be important to your dog – or can someone always be home or close by if need be? Are you committed to the school run each day? Do you have other commitments you can’t and don’t want to give up? Do you regularly attend sports fixtures or enjoy long holidays abroad rather than in the UK? While it’s true some types of dog are more independent than others, if you want to enjoy long periods of time away from the home, look into ways to ensure your pet is not pining when you are gone. Of course, some workplaces, social events, hobbies and holidays are dog-friendly, making every lifestyle possible with the right management.

Time at home

Do be realistic. It’s not fair to leave dogs that enjoy human company alone for hours on end; dogs can become bored, lonely and anxious, just like us. Smaller dogs may also find it difficult to hold on for hours without a comfort break. Frustrated pooches will often bark, howl, chew and destroy things in an attempt to soothe and entertain themselves. Your lifestyle may mean you are not a suitable dog owner at the moment. Are you happy to change it so you can pick a puppy – or is a pet an idea to revisit at a later date? Rest assured, there’ll always be dogs looking for homes when you are ready to become a dog owner.

Your personality

What kind of person are you? Are you active or after an easy life? A Collie type makes a great dog for active hobbies from hiking to flyball but will always need lots of stimulation. A less energetic breed, such as a Cavalier, won’t push for long walks when you’re not in the mood.

Do you smoke and would you give up for your dog’s health? Are you ready to learn how to look after and train a dog? Will you take responsibility for how it behaves in public? There will be sacrifices if you get a dog, particularly in the short term as you invest time and money into training your pet. Ask yourself honestly if you’re committed enough to see a puppy purchase through those downs as well as the ups.

What kind of experience do you have in terms of looking after pets – and particularly living with a dog? Even if you grew up with dogs, you might be surprised to learn that training techniques have developed and changed. Chapter 19 discusses outdated dominance theories and introduces the positive training techniques supported by respected dog trainers such as Victoria Stilwell.

Are you young or old? You can’t help your age, and you certainly can’t change it, but it is still a consideration when you bring a dog into your home. If you are elderly, will you have the energy for a busy dog in ten years’ time, or even fifteen? There are specialist rescue centres that re-home senior dogs, looking to spend their twilight years in a loving home. And if you don’t, or won’t, have the energy for a puppy, you can still be a dog owner. Alternatively, you could consider a rescue dog that might benefit from minimal physical exercise, that has more difficulty breathing because of its breeding, size or some other issue. A short-nosed or flat-faced dog (officially termed ‘brachycephalic’) like a French or English Bulldog, a Boston Terrier, Pug, Cavalier King Charles Spaniel or Shih Tzu, and mixes of those breeds, might fit the bill.

Your future

Whatever your age, it’s still essential to consider what stage of life you are currently at, whether changes might be on the horizon and how that would impact your choice about owning a dog now. Are you single, engaged, married, divorced or widowed? Could that change and would a new or more serious relationship mean your dog would face readjustment or even eviction?

Do you plan on having children in the next few years? Babies take time, attention and money, and they learn to crawl and walk, bringing them into close physical proximity to your dog. Toddlers and children pull and poke, scream and cry. Sure, there are payoffs for a dog – tasty food dropped from the highchair and someone to play endless games of fetch with – but does Fido really want a furless sibling rocking the boat?

Money matters

Next, consider your finances. Are you employed or do you have a regular income? Do you have savings to tide you over if money is short? Dogs are expensive; there’s not just the purchase price to consider but also a lifetime of food, vet bills (for regular care as well as emergencies) and insurance (insurance covers you for damage your dog may cause, and premiums typically increase as your dog ages). You will also need to budget for training and perhaps a regular dog walker or an ad hoc pet sitter if you are away. The popular Poodle mixes will need regular grooming, and even a Labrador could end up with ‘hairdressing’ bills of £42 every eight to twelve weeks!3

In 2017, the PDSA estimated your dog would cost you between £6,500–£17,000 over their whole lifetime, and that figure could rise to £33,000 depending on how you choose to care for them.4

Is a house move on the horizon? Perhaps you are looking to change location or move into rented accommodation? Again, if you’re uncertain of where you might be living in a year, five years, or even ten, can you guarantee a pet you purchase now can move there with you? I’ve known people to emigrate and take their dog, but many do not, leaving a bewildered and potentially heartbroken pet looking for a new forever home and family, and perhaps never finding one.

Finally, you need to consider your health. Do you have a chronic condition that could affect how you are able to care for your dog or mobility issues that mean you cannot walk far? These issues might not prevent you from getting a dog, but they should certainly figure in your decision about which type of dog to get and how you will manage the care you give. Dogs make excellent service animals, of course, and provide comfort and companionship, but it’s unfair not to consider their needs as well as your own.

Deciding exactly what kind of home you have to offer will help enormously in finding just the right dog with which to share the years ahead. When you begin with a realistic appraisal of lifestyle factors and limitations, you’re on track for that happy – or should that be ‘yappy’? – ending.

A word about allergies

Some dogs are left homeless when their owners become allergic to them. If you think you may be allergic to dogs, your doctor can perform a test to discover if you are. Allergic reactions include itchy eyes, a runny nose and irritated skin. If you are in any doubt, you should confirm any allergy before considering getting a dog.

Being around dogs can exacerbate other conditions, such as asthma. If this applies to you, try spending a day with the dog (or some of the same type, perhaps the mother) you hope to bring home before you commit. A breeder may be happy to have you at their home to ensure you will offer a forever home.

Bear in mind there is no guarantee that a dog that is sold as ‘anti-allergy’ will not trigger allergic reactions because it is often the protein in dog saliva or dander (microscopic skin particles) from the dog that causes allergies rather than just the fur coat.5


Takeaways

• Remember to consider what you can realistically offer a dog – rather than just what you want from the relationship

• Examine your house, its location and outside space; do these factors limit your choice of pet?

• Who else will live alongside and care for your dog? How will this affect your decision?

• What aspects of your lifestyle might you have to change to fit around dog ownership? Are you happy to make these sacrifices?

• Are there significant life events ahead of you – and is now the right time to get a dog?

• Being honest with yourself now will give you and your dog the best chance of many happy years together
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