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Abstract

An online survey, using open and prompted response questions, was undertaken to collate the views of stakeholders on the
priority welfare issues currently facing companion dogs (Canis familiaris) in Great Britain and on dogs’ general quality of life.
The stakeholder sectors targeted broadly comprised Education, Government, Industry, Charity and Veterinary. Overall, respon-
dents described companion dogs as, at minimum, having a life worth living. Whether welfare issues were openly described or
ranked within a set list, those of high priority in the perceptions of stakeholders matched those cited in published scientific liter-
ature; particularly, exaggerated physical features, inherited disease, obesity and inappropriate socialisation. Puppy farming and
status dogs, which have been highlighted recently in the media, were also viewed as important. Lack of appropriate mental stim-
ulation, irresponsible ownership and inappropriate environment were raised as priority issues by stakeholders and are under-
reported in scientific literature. Significant differences between stakeholder sectors in ranking of welfare issues perceived
importance, urgency to rectify, impact (on the individual) or prevalence in Britain may be explained by vested interests, organi-
sational roles, differences in terminology and the contexts within which stakeholders came into contact with companion dogs.
Pet travel, dew claw removal and complementary and alternative medicines were amongst those issues thought to be of least
urgent welfare concern. Issues perceived to enhance welfare included the quality of veterinary care, physical stimulation, educa-
tional resources, responsible ownership, the high status of dogs in society and the work of welfare organisations.
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Introduction
Humans have played a significant role in shaping the

evolution of the domestic dog (Canis familiaris) (Clutton-

Brock 1995) and have a legal responsibility in many

countries to protect those that are kept as companions. Recent

work estimates the companion dog population to be approxi-

mately ten million in the United Kingdom (UK: Murray et al
2010; Asher et al 2011). Surveillance of welfare standards

within the companion animal population has received rela-

tively little scientific attention compared with farm (eg

Webster 2001) and laboratory (eg Balcombe 2006) species;

although there are exceptions regarding specific welfare

concerns (eg pedigree dog health: Bateson 2010; Collins et al
2010). The availability of empirical scientific evidence limits

objective welfare assessments, and qualitative methods are

increasingly used (eg Heleski et al 2006; Collins et al 2009).

In this study, we aimed to survey the views of companion

animal stakeholders regarding the relative priority of canine

health and welfare issues. The primary objectives were to

identify those welfare issues perceived to be of the greatest

and least importance to the welfare of the companion dog and

to determine the current opinions of stakeholders on the

current quality of life of UK companion dogs. Secondary

objectives were to identify issues which stakeholders consid-

ered to exist, but which are not currently well documented in

published scientific literature and to ascertain key differences

in the opinions of stakeholder sectors on the importance of

dog welfare issues. For the purposes of this study, a

companion dog was defined as a domesticated pet, living as

part of a family unit and not kept primarily for sport or work. 

Materials and methods

Recruitment
A questionnaire was distributed to 520 institutions, organisations

and members of various UK national committees and councils

concerned with companion dogs. Recipients were invited to

circulate a web-link to the online survey to all members of their

organisation. A reminder was sent two weeks later to encourage

participation and completion. The survey was hosted online

(www.rvc.ac.uk/survey) between 1st May and 30th June 2009.

Twelve main categories of stakeholders with a recognised interest

in dog health and/or welfare were identified; these were subse-

quently grouped into six sectors for analysis (Table 1).
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