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Abstract

A survey was designed to explore the effect of type classification on perception and 
expectation of a dog’s behavior. The survey focused on two forms of presentation: the 
effect of visual image versus breed name in the identification of a breed as a danger-
ous dog type, and the effect of breed group classification on expectation of a dog’s 
level of aggressiveness. The findings have serious implications for Staffordshire Bull 
Terriers. Respondents were over 5 times more likely to misascribe by image alone the 
Staffordshire Bull Terrier as a dangerous breed as defined under the United Kingdom’s 
Dangerous Dogs Act 1991. Furthermore, the classification of Terrier attracted high 
scores in relation to type-specific aggressiveness. These findings highlight the need for 
more research on personal perception of supposedly dangerous dog breeds to 
better understand and explain this phenomenon, leading to better protection of 
the public and better welfare outcomes for dogs. 
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 Introduction

The domestic dog is a biological and cultural product; the development of dog 
breeds is an ongoing and dynamic process. A review of the literature identifies 
distinct stages of development in Europe, from earlier dog types selected for 
function to later types selected for physical novelty (Harcourt, 1974; Clutton-
Brock, 1984; Dennis-Bryan & Clutton-Brock, 1988; Thurston, 1996; Bellwood, 
2004; Kalof, 2007). While there have been changes in the selection of breeds, 
most notably from function to form (Svartberg, 2006), the legacy of type clas-
sification continues to inform public perception of breeds and interpretation 
of their behaviors. The endurance of such type classification may be explained 
by the same rationale underpinning the use of stereotyping in humans—that 
it provides a simplified representation held to characterize the typical indi-
vidual of a group from which to manage our understanding and expecta-
tions of behavior (Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994; Coltrane, & Messineo, 2000;  
Jones, 2012). 

Most breeds no longer are solely bred for original function, and yet this form 
of classification continues to be applied by Kennel Clubs across the world and 
is reflected in breed-specific legislation such as the Dangerous Dogs Act (1991) 
in the United Kingdom. It is suggested that classification by “type” continues 
to play a role in widespread perceptions of differences in behavior between 
breeds of domestic dog and our understanding of canine behavior “problems” 
(Askew, 1996), particularly in relation to supposedly “dangerous” and “aggres-
sive” dogs.

Here we report the findings of a survey on public perception of breed 
types in the United Kingdom. We identified three populist sources of infor-
mation that might contribute to the public’s use of type classification in 
understanding canine behavior and in particular perception of aggressive  
behavior. 

The first source was the Kennel Club Breed Standards. The UK Kennel Club 
describes itself as, “an indispensable reference book” (The Kennel Club, 2003, 
2011, p. 8) to registered breeds and purports to provide the reader with a useful 
description or “word picture” (The Kennel Club, 2011, p. 10) of the collective 
temperament of particular breeds as groups manifesting particular behavioral 
traits. For example, members of the Terrier group are commonly described as 
“courageous” and/or “fearless” (The Kennel Club, 2011, pp. 156, 157, 166, 168, 174, 
176, 189, 190, 196, 202), and the popular terrier breed, Staffordshire Bull Terrier, 
as “traditionally of indomitable courage and tenacity” and “renowned for his 
courage, which unfortunately can lead him into bad ways with other dogs” 
(The Kennel Club, 2011, p. 202). In contrast, members of the Toy group are 
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collectively described as possessing “charm and personality” and possessing 
“qualities that have made many of the toy breeds so popular as family pets” 
(The Kennel Club, 2011, p. 17). 

Secondly, type classifications are often used in common parlance to pro-
vide a short-hand descriptor of particular behavioral traits and widely used 
in the media. Thus, the terrier classification is commonly used as a simile to 
emphasize tenacity (Oxford Dictionaries, 2014) and similarly “pit bull” is com-
monly applied to a person to describe their strength, power, aggressiveness, 
and tenacity; a notable example is the South African legal prosecutor Gerrie 
Nell (Cowell, 2014). 

The third source was legislation; it is suggested that public perception of 
dog breed types in the UK has been influenced by the DDA 1991. This breed-
specific legislation, underpinned by biologically deterministic assumptions of 
behavior, identifies particular dog types as supposedly dangerous and a threat 
to public safety. Within this breed-specific legislation, its rationale is defined 
as follows:

An Act to prohibit persons from having in their possession or custody 
dogs belonging to types bred for fighting; to impose restrictions in respect 
of such dogs pending the coming into force of the prohibition; to enable 
restrictions to be imposed in relation to other types of dog which pres-
ent a serious danger to the public; to make further provision for secur-
ing that dogs are kept under proper control; and for connected purposes.  
(DDA 1991, p. 1)

Section 1 of the Act stipulates that caregivers of the “types of dog known as a 
pit bull terrier” and three other breed types (Japanese Tosa, Dogo Argentino, 
and Fila Braziliero) must fulfill certain strict requirements. These require-
ments include keeping the dog muzzled and on a lead at all times while in a 
public place, having the dog microchipped, keeping the dog insured against 
third-party liability, and having the dog neutered with the aim that these types 
of dog would eventually become extinct in the UK. The dogs are also required 
to have their details registered on the Index of Exempted Dogs maintained  
by the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) on behalf 
of the UK Government. 

Under current legislation in the UK, dogs are identified as a “pit bull type” 
if they meet a “substantial” number of characteristics defined in the 1993 stan-
dard. Of the 100 points set out in this standard, 90 points refer to morpho-
logical conformation such as muscular build. The remaining 10 points refer to 
temperament and behavioral characteristics. The court is to presume that any 
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dog alleged of being a pit bull type is such a type, unless the accused can show 
otherwise (Radford, 2001).

In addition, it is suggested that the use of these type classifications becomes 
particularly prevalent in society during periods of moral panic when there is 
a perceived threat to the social order. This was the case in the UK in the late 
1980s. An increase in reporting of dog bites in the tabloid press featuring 
particular dog types led to increased public concerns regarding this “problem” 
and a demand for a government response (Podberscek, 1994). Interested in 
presenting itself as “in touch” with these populist concerns, and faced with 
a “forced choice” (Lodge & Hood, 2002) the Conservative government of 
1991 hastened DDA 1991 through Parliament in a day (Hansard, 1992). Thus, 
in the late 1980s in the UK certain dog types came to symbolize the problem 
of aggressive and “out of control” dogs during a period of moral panic when,  
“a condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined 
as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized 
and stereotypical fashion by the mass media” (Cohen, 2002, p. 1). 

Type classifications serve to activate perceptions and expectations about 
the characteristics and behaviors of any individual perceived to be a member 
of a stereotyped category irrespective of the individual’s actual behaviors, and 
are often employed by the media due to their wide accessibility to the public. 
Research suggests that “newsworthy” events that can be readily recalled from 
memory have an effect on human judgment known as the “availability heuris-
tic” (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). The disproportionate and salacious nature of 
media reporting of dog-bite incidents (Levene, 1991; Podberscek, 1994) serve 
to inform public perception of the threat posed by supposedly dangerous dog 
types and set in motion a deviancy amplification cycle—images of deviance in 
the media, societal reaction, increase in images of deviance in the media, and 
escalation in public reaction (Cohen, 2002). 

In this deviancy-amplification cycle the media reporting of the American 
Pit Bull Terrier as a modern day “folk devil” satisfies what Cohen (2002) has 
identified as the processes required in symbolization for the mass communica-
tion of negative stereotypes. Indeed, recent research suggests similarities in the 
British news media between the representation of “aggressive dogs” and other 
demonized groups such as “sex offenders” (Orritt & Harper, 2013). In explor-
ing the representation of “aggressive dogs” in the British news media, these 
researchers found that fatal dog bite stories scored highly in “newsworthiness,” 
particularly in relation to negativity and unambiguity. That is, the “emotional 
risk-based” media reporting of dog-bite incidents typically included an emo-
tional interview of close relatives describing the victim and events preceding 
their death/injury and typically involved succinct narratives relying on a clear 
angel/demon dichotomy, particularly when incidents involved children. Dogs 
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were frequently referred to as “devil dogs,” and the children were typically por-
trayed as angelic and innocent victims. 

While moral panic and the development of folk devils has been widely 
explored by sociologists and criminologists relating to perceptions of race, 
crime, and the symbols or folk devils that come to represent populations 
(Becker, 1963; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978; Cohen, 2002), 
public perception of dog types and supposedly dangerous dogs remains a 
relatively under-researched subject of study (Podberscek, 1994; Delise, 2007) 
despite their image being inextricably bound to the most enduring folk dev-
ils in the UK—young, working class supposedly “violent” males (Cohen, 2002; 
Jones, 2012). 

The issue of identification remains particularly problematic in the case of 
the DDA 1991, as the ambit of the term “type” is unclear (Radford, 2001). The 
public are unreliable in their identification of supposedly dangerous dogs 
(Delise, 2007). Visual dog breed identification is difficult even for experienced 
observers (Voith et al., 2013), with a lack of consensus even amongst experi-
enced dog handlers such as shelter staff about what constitutes a pit bull ter-
rier (Hoffman, Harrison, Wolff, & Westgarth, 2014). 

In addition to problems of identification, accuracy or “correctness” of 
applying type descriptions (Mayr, 1999), explanations of breed differences  
in behavior are challenged by a review of the literature on breed differences in 
behavior, which suggests that both traditional and genetic methods of group-
ing breeds may not be validated by behavioral research (Mehrkam & Wynne, 
2014). Furthermore, the findings of human-dog interaction studies showed sig-
nificant cross-cultural differences in personal perception of the behavior of 
dog breeds (Bradshaw & Goodwin, 1998; Takeuchi & Mori, 2006; Wan, Kubiniyi, 
Miklosi, & Champagne, 2009), suggesting an association between caregiver 
characteristics and the prevalence of canine behavior “problems” (Serpell, 
1996; Jagoe & Serpell, 1996; Podberscek & Serpell, 1997; Bennett & Rohlf, 2007). 
A review of fatal dog-bites cases in the United States (Gladwell, 2006) found 
that dogs who had bitten people were, in many cases, socially isolated because 
their caregivers were socially isolated. Consequently, it was argued that they 
were “vicious” because they had caregivers who wanted a “vicious” dog, with 
behavioral traits such as aggression reinforced through training techniques 
incorporating physical or verbal punishment (Hiby et al., 2004; Byrne, 2009).

The rationale underpinning this research is informed by labeling theory 
(Becker, 1963) also known as social reaction theory. Labeling theory is con-
cerned with the effect on individuals of terms used to describe or classify them. 
It suggests that the use of language is central to our construction of social 
reality and the formation of negative stereotypes informs our understanding 
and expectation of the individual’s behavior. Far from being a neutral tool of 
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inquiry, language plays a significant role in the perception of animal behavior. 
A useful review of the significance of language in portraying animal behavior 
is provided by Crist (1999). 

Clearly the classification of particular dog types as “dangerous” in breed- 
specific legislation such as DDA 1991 has serious welfare implications for 
individual dogs classified under these terms. Such legislation suggests that 
individual dogs of a morphological breed type are more dangerous and a 
greater threat to public safety than others, in addition to tacitly sanctioning 
somatotyping and biological determinism as useful and relevant explanatory 
models of understanding canine behaviour. As such the DDA 1991 provides a 
relevant and topical focus to this research.

Therefore, the two research questions of interest in this study were: (1) What 
effect does the material offered to aid identification of a dog type (i.e., either 
the name of the breed or a photographic image) have on the labeling of a dog 
as being of a “dangerous” type as defined in the DDA 1991; and (2) What effect 
does dog breed group classification have on perception of particular behav-
ioral traits? 

The issue of identification of dangerous, as defined by the DDA 1991, is the 
focus of the first part of this study. Specifically, we hypothesized that differ-
ences in the format of information (dog breed name or photographic image) 
would have an effect on the identification of a dog as supposedly dangerous. 
It was proposed that the name of the American Pit Bull Terrier has become so 
synonymous with DDA 1991 that it brings with it particularly negative conno-
tations, and is therefore more likely to be correctly identified as a dangerous 
breed by name rather than by photographic image. In addition, it would be 
expected that images of a particular stocky morphological type such as the 
English Bull Terrier and Staffordshire Bull Terrier might be incorrectly identi-
fied by their appearance as dangerous dog types as listed in DDA 1991. 

This would be an example of courtesy stigma, described by Goffman (1963) 
as a stigma acquired as a result of being identified as an individual who is 
related through social structure to a stigmatized individual—resulting in the 
treatment of both individuals in some respect as one (Goffman, 1963). In other 
words, it is expected that individual dogs of a stocky morphological type such 
as the Staffordshire Bull Terrier may be subject to courtesy stigma as a conse-
quence of their physical resemblance to the highly stigmatized American Pit 
Bull Terrier. 

The effects of these preconceptions are developed further in the second part 
of this study by looking at the effect of classification by dog group type (Terrier 
vs. Toy) on expectations of a range of behavioral characteristics, including 
aggressiveness, playfulness, fearlessness, and sociability.
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Methods and Materials

Survey Design 
To address the first research question, a variation within a survey was used. Half 
of the distributed surveys included only images of six powerfully built breeds: 
Staffordshire Bull Terrier, Japanese Akita, American Pit Bull, Fila Brasiliero, 
German Shepherd, and English Bull Terrier (Figure 1). The remaining distrib-
uted surveys used only breed names. These six breeds were chosen because 
of their differing morphological appearances, but similar powerful build. The 
American Pit Bull Terrier and the Fila Brasiliero are both breeds named as dan-
gerous dogs in DDA 1991. The images used in the study were provided by the 
UK Kennel Club, with the exception of the image of the Pit Bull Terrier, which 
is not recognized as a breed by the UK Kennel Club. For this breed type we 
conducted a Google search for American Pit Bull, and used the image used by 
Wikipedia, as it was the first image found by the search engine (Figure 1). 

Respondents were invited to identify which dogs were dangerous as defined 
in the DDA 1991. Survey respondents were either offered images without 
names (Figure 1) or names without images. This allowed a comparison to be 

Which of these dog breeds do you believe are dangerous breeds as defined 
under the Dangerous Dog Act (1991)? Please tick one or more boxes.

[1] [2] [3]

[4] [5] [6]

Figure 1 Photographic images courtesy of the UK Kennel Club (1, 2, 4, 5, and 6) and Wikipedia 
(3) included in the survey.

FPO AQ
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made relating to the differing modalities of the information provided, which 
helped determine the visual image or breed name’s effects on the respondent’s 
decision-making.

The second research question addressed the effect of dog breed group 
classification on assumptions of the behavioral traits they might exhibit. 
Respondents were offered a picture of a fictional breed—a Tskita. Half of the 
distributed surveys stated that the dog belonged to the Toy breed group and half 
identified this same dog as a Terrier. These breed groups are identified (Kennel 
Club (UK) 2003, 2011) as having distinct behavioral profiles. Respondents 
were invited to rate the dog’s behavioral characteristics (on a scale from 1-10) 
using attributes derived from Svartberg and Forkman (2002): Playfulness, 
Curiosity/ Fearlessness, Very Chase-Prone, Sociability and Aggressiveness. 
This allowed for a comparison between respondents relating to the informa-
tion they had regarding the dog’s membership in these different breed groups  
(Figure 2). 

 Subjects
A pilot study indicated the value in targeting five relatively well-defined pop-
ulations to obtain a good division between the features of gender, age, and 
cultural diversity over a more general survey approach of the UK population. 
Repetition of these findings in a revised survey would provide evidence of the 
reliability and robustness of these findings. Surveys were distributed by hand to 
respondents at their respective locations (i.e., at the veterinary surgery recep-
tion room, university, rescue center and local football team club house), with 
the exception of the surveys posted to the final group: homes in a residential 
area of North London. The 255 distributed surveys generated a response rate 
of 65% (166). Nearly half (47%) of completed and returned survey responses 
came from Battersea Dogs and Cats Home (Table 1).

Data Handling and Statistical Analyses
Statistical analyses were conducted with SPSS 14. Chi-square tests and Odds 
ratios were used to identify differences in categorization. The Cochran Q test 
was applied to test whether the treatment (image or name) had a significant 
effect on responses that were used to test the hypothesis of interest to this 
study. Data generated from the scoring of behavioral characteristics of the 
Tskita according to whether the dog was attributed to being either a Terrier 
or Toy breed, were found to be non-normal (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test) and, 
therefore, the non-parametric Mann-Whitney test was used to assess the sig-
nificance of any difference in the classification of the fictional breed on the 
ranking of each of the five behavioral characteristics.
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This is a breed of dog, known as the Tiskita. It is a small terrier breed type 
that originates from Vietnam.

On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being lowest and 10 being highest) from the above 
image please rank your perception of this terrier breed on the following 
behavioral characteristics? 

Playfulness 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
Curiosity/Fearlessness 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
Very Chase-proneness 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
Sociability 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
Aggressiveness 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

 Results

Effect of Image or Name on Ascribing Breeds to DDA 1991
Of the 166 surveys that could be used to assess the effect of image or name on 
ascribing breeds to DDA 1991, 81 (49%) contained the images of the six breeds 
of interest and 85 (51%) had the breed names. The proportion of respondents 
in each group correctly classifying breeds defined in the DDA 1991 (American 
Pit Bull Terrier and Fila Brasilerio) is illustrated in Table 2. 

Figure 2 Survey question exploring public perception of behavioral characteristics dependent 
on breed group classification of a fictitious breed of dog (Tskita) as a member of the 
Terrier or Toy breed group. Photograph used in survey with permission from  
C Monster, Flikr.

FPO AQ
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Table 2 Data for 6 breed types included in the survey.

Breed Asymptotic
p-Value

Correct % 
Image

Correct
% Name

Odds
Ratio

95% CI 
Lower

95% CI
Upper

Chi-
Squared

Staffordshire 
Bull Terrier

<0.001 46.3% 81.3% 5.04 2.47 10.27 21.2

Japanese Akita 0.022 74.7% 69.0% 2.68 1.13 6.31 5.3
American
Pit Bull Terrier 
(DD) 

<0.001 70.0% 98.8% 0.03 0.00 0.23 25.1

Fila Brasiliero 
(DD)

0.024 23.8% 40.5% 0.46 0.23 0.91 5.1

German 
Shepherd Dog

0.118 90.0% 96.3% 2.85 0.73 11.17 2.4

English 
Bull Terrier

0.002 65.0% 86.3% 3.38 1.54 7.40 9.8

Note. DD = Breeds defined as “dangerous dogs” under the UK Dangerous Dogs Act, 1991.

Table 1 Five populations used in the main study.

Populations Count Percentage

Battersea Dogs & Cats Home (Staff & 
Visitors)
N. London Football Club
Residential—Road, N. London
Veterinary Surgery Reception Room, 
N. London
Lincoln University Animal Science 
students
Total

78

27
21
22

18

166

47.0

16.3
12.7
13.3

10.8

100.0
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The results demonstrated significant differences between responses from sur-
veys with breed images and surveys with breed names in their identification 
of dangerous dogs as named in the DDA 1991. The Cochran Q test indicated 
that the proportion of correct identifications varied between the 6 breeds  
(p < 0.001), and for many breeds accuracy differed between the name and 
image surveys. The breed that was most consistently correctly identified as not 
being covered by DDA 1991 was the German Shepherd Dog. This is the fourth 
most popular breed registered in the United Kingdom in 2010 (The Kennel 
Club, pers.com), so the dog is potentially more familiar to respondents. 

In contrast the Fila Brasileiro, a breed that is not well known in the UK, 
but nevertheless named in DDA 1991, was least likely to be correctly identi-
fied. It is noteworthy that respondents were generally less accurate with 
images than names, with 4 out of 6 breeds more accurately ascribed by name  
alone than image alone, the exceptions being the German Shepherd Dog and 
Japanese Akita. While the majority of respondents correctly identified both 
dogs as not included in DDA 1991, 1 in 10 of respondents presented with the 
German Shepherd Dog image and a quarter of respondents presented with the 
Akita considered these to be dogs who would be proscribed by DDA 1991. 

The bull terrier types also showed a greater chance of being mis-ascribed by 
image alone. Both the Staffordshire Bull Terrier and English Bull Terrier were 
correctly identified as not being “dangerous dogs” based on name alone by over 
80% of respondents; however, this declined to 65% based on image alone for 
the English Bull Terrier and less than 50% for the Staffordshire Bull Terrier. As 
a consequence, respondents were over 3 times more likely to mis-ascribe the 
English Bull Terrier by image alone, an Odds-Ratio that rose to over 5 times for 
the Staffordshire Bull Terrier. For the American Pit Bull Terrier, only 1 out of 85 
surveys using names failed to identify the dog as being covered in DDA 1991, 
while 30% failed to correctly ascribe the dog when presented with the image 
alone, confirming the difficulties of identifying American Pit Bull terriers or pit 
bull types by appearance alone.

Effect of Classification on Perception of Behavioral Characteristics
Of the completed and returned surveys, 79 (48.8%) included the descriptor of 
the Tskita as belonging to the Terrier breed group and 83 (51.2%) attributed it 
to the Toy breed group. The difference in the classification of the fictional ani-
mal as either a Toy or Terrier had a significant effect on the ranking of each of 
the five behavioral characteristics (Table 3). The Terrier classification was sig-
nificantly different from the Toy classification in playfulness (Mann-Whitney 
U-test; U = 4.475, p < 0.001), curiosity and fearlessness (U = 8.173, p < 0.001), very 
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chase prone (U = 9.083, p < 0.001), sociability (U = 2.870, p = 0.004) and aggres-
siveness (U = 6.657, p < 0.001). Use of the classification Terrier attracted higher 
scores in relation to type-specific characteristics such as curiosity and fear-
lessness, chase proneness, and aggressiveness. In contrast usage of the clas-
sification Toy resulted in higher scores for type-specific characteristics such as 
ratings for sociability (Table 3).

Table 3 Number of respondents and differences in median and mean in scoring 5 behavioral 
characteristics relating to the classification of the Tskita as Toy or Terrier.

Behavioral  
Characteristics

Number Median Mean Standard 
Deviation

IQ Standard
Error

Playfulness  
Terrier 
Toy
Total

79
83

162

6.00
5.00
5.00

6.19
4.82
5.49

1.60 
2.01
1.94

2.00
3.00
1.00

0.18
0.22
0.15

Curiosity & Fearless  
Terrier
Toy
Total

79
83

162

8.00
4.00
6.00

7.53
4.47
5.97

1.58
2.02
2.38

2.00
3.00
1.00

0.18
0.22
0.19

Very Chase-Prone  
Terrier
Toy
Total

79
83

162

9.00
3.00
6.00

7.88
3.69
5.73

2.04
1.99
2.90

2.00
3.00
1.00

0.23
0.22
0.23

Sociability  
Terrier
Toy
Total

79
83

162

5.00
7.00
6.00

5.47
6.31
5.90

1.57
2.07
1.89

2.00
3.00
1.00

0.17
0.23
0.14

Aggressiveness  
Terrier
Toy
Total

79
83

162

5.00
3.00
4.00

5.47
3.17
4.29

2.09
1.72
2.23

3.00
3.00
0.00

0.24
0.19
0.19
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 Discussion

In this study the use of the type classification for informing public perceptions 
of dog behavior was explored. The two research topics of interest were the 
identification of “dangerous” dog types as defined in the DDA 1991 by survey 
respondents, and the effect on identification relating to the material offered 
(i.e., only the name of the breed or only a photographic image; and the effect 
dog breed group classification may have on the survey respondents’ ratings of 
particular behavioral traits). 

The results revealed that the Staffordshire Bull Terrier was five times more 
likely to be incorrectly identified as a dangerous breed by photographic image 
than name. This may be explained by the dog’s resemblance to the image of 
the squat, powerfully built bull terrier type commonly reported in the media as 
posing a threat to public safety. This Courtesy Stigma (Goffman, 1963) and mis-
identification may be explained by humans’ sensitivity to visual information 
facilitating necessary biological adaptive actions, such as fleeing from threats 
of danger. In the example of the DDA 1991, type is the discriminating category 
used to distinguish dangerous dogs from others. It is therefore unsurprising 
that dogs resembling the broad morphological type of the American Pit Bull 
Terrier, such as the Staffordshire Bull Terrier were incorrectly identified as one 
of the “dangerous” breeds listed in the Act. 

As expected fewer respondents correctly identified the American Pit Bull 
Terrier as a dangerous dog by image only than by name alone. This is unsur-
prising, as it has been argued that the term pit bull has been demonized in pub-
lic understanding, and maintains a high media profile in dog attack reports. 
In contrast, even experienced dog observers find it difficult to differentiate 
between similar breeds based on morphology alone (Voith, Ingram, Mitsouras, 
& Irizarry, 2009; 2013; Hoffman et al., 2014), and reports of pit bull attacks have 
been inflated due to reporters being unable to tell pit bulls apart from other 
bull breeds (see Delise, 2007; Patronek et al., 2013). 

This profiling by image alone would merit further investigation; we had 
used a common publically available image of American Pit Bull, as no UK 
Kennel Club stock image was available. This image of a dog in a sitting pos-
ture, contrasted with the standing or “show” postures of the 5 other breeds 
(in particular the Staffordshire Bull Terrier) may have influenced respondents’ 
tendency to consider the dog as potentially dangerous. A dog’s posture signifi-
cantly affects our reading of temperament (correctly or otherwise) (Taylor & 
Mills, 2006; Meints & de Keuster, 2009), so we cannot rule out the posture in 
the image having some influence on responses. 
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Our expectation would be that while a more formal “show” pose may make 
American Pit Bull Terriers look more intimidating and potentially more dan-
gerous, there would still be a lower proportion of respondents accurately 
assigning dogs as a dangerous breed as defined by DDA 1991, based on image 
alone, due to the uncertainty of determining breed type by morphology. 
Nevertheless, an investigation of the effect of posture on recognition or attri-
bution of personality traits would make a useful additional study to further 
understand how media images influence impressions of breed types. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the classification and categori-
zation of breeds has a powerful effect on personal perception and expectations 
regarding behavioral traits. The classification Terrier attracted higher scores in 
relation to type-specific characteristics such as aggressiveness, as well as play-
fulness and fearlessness, in contrast to when the fictional breed was classified 
as a Toy. Despite research suggesting that breed type alone is a poor indicator 
of aggression towards humans (Sacks et al., 2000; Seksel, 2002; Delise, 2007; 
Braem et al., 2008), our results indicate that as a member of the Terrier breed 
group, there may be a bias towards perceiving breeds such as the Staffordshire 
Bull Terrier as manifesting higher levels of “aggressiveness.”

These findings of personal perception of breeds also have serious implica-
tions for dog welfare. Like human racism, type classifications seemingly satisfy 
a human need to reduce a complex multi-dimensional issue to a simplistic 
and populist one-dimensional factor (Clarke, Cooper & Mills, 2013). Instead 
the nature of the dog and the animal’s behavior needs to be recognized as a 
biological and cultural product—behavior cannot be understood divorced 
from humans and cultural context. 

The creation of the Pit Bull Terrier as a folk devil by the UK tabloid media 
contributes to the demonization of dogs in general, and Staffordshire Bull 
Terriers in particular, serving to undermine public appreciation of dogs. 
Staffordshire Bull Terriers and their caretakers face additional challenges in 
relation to breed-specific legislation as a result of the courtesy stigma applied 
to them. Members of this breed type are commonly misclassified as danger-
ous dogs, resulting in their inappropriate seizure, kenneling, and destruction, 
alongside feelings of grief and loss experienced by families involved. Of the 
dogs escaping destruction and placed in kennels for re-homing, many remain 
there for lengthy periods, as dog breed stereotypes are ingrained and signifi-
cantly affect dog adoptability (Wright et al., 2007). 

It is suggested that the Staffordshire Bull Terrier is an example of a particular 
type commonly perceived as dangerous’ under the DDA 1991, even though the 
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dog is not named in the Act. The current Kennel Club breed standard describes 
this dog as “bold, fearless, and possessing indomitable courage and tenacity” 
(Kennel Club, 2011). For some individuals there may be some social cachet in 
having such a dog type. Therefore, rather than focusing on the somatotyping 
inherent in breed-specific legislation, it is suggested that a more relevant line 
of enquiry would be to address caregiver social psychology and the nature of 
dog-human interaction. 

A geographically focused nationwide database of dog bite information may 
assist in this endeavor to target areas where supposedly dangerous dogs are 
identified. This would perhaps allow a fuller and more comprehensive cultural 
perspective on this issue to develop that would include an exploration of the 
effects of extrinsic environmental factors on behavioral outcomes. In addition, 
it is likely to yield a more constructive way forward to address the issue of “dan-
gerous dogs” and the purported aim of the DDA 1991: to safeguard the public.

 Conclusion 

A culture of fear and increasing risk aversion by western societies (Furedi, 
2006) has perhaps led to the development of an over-reliance on perceiving 
particular dog types as dangerous and minimizing/ignoring other cultural 
variables at play in the manifestation of dog aggression. Clearly, caution 
should be applied in making generalizations about breed-specific behav-
iors based on type, which is divorced from any social, political, and cultural 
context. These findings suggest that there is a need to challenge notions that 
behavior is the simple product of a biologically determinist process within 
the individual and to address the social construction of images and percep-
tions of breeds and the functions these serve. Such action is necessary if we 
wish to maintain a positive relationship with dogs, effectively control the risks 
associated with dog guardianship, and capitalize on the benefits they bring  
to society. 
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