5 Discussing Brachycephalic
Health with Current and
Prospective Dog Owners

Zoe Belshaw
EviVet Research Consultancy

Sean Wensley
People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA)

CONTENTS
Why Do People Buy Brachycephalic DOZS? ........coeiiiriiiiniiiiiieieieecneeeceeeee e 56
Veterinary Responsibility to Discuss Brachycephalic Health..........c..ccccooieiiniininiininniniiicncnne. 56
Improving the Health and Well-being of Future Generations of DOgs .......c..ceceveviineniincnicncnnne. 57
Pre-purchase ConSUITAtIONS. .....c..eoviiirieriieietcetere ettt ettt ettt ettt 59
Improving the Health and Well-being of the Current Generation of Brachycephalic Dogs............. 60
General Principles of Communicating with Existing Owners about Brachycephaly ................. 60
Talking about Brachycephaly during the Puppy Vaccine Consult..........ccceeerieveniineniencnneenennne. 62
RESPITALOTY .ttt ettt sttt et b ettt et e be et et e e eaeenaeenees 62
WVEIZIE ..ottt e b et s b et st b e et b et b ettt a e 62
Exercise and Thermoregulation. ........c..coueviriiriiieneeieneeieneetesie ettt ettt 63
B Y S ettt bbbt ettt ettt et naeeaees 63
SKIN 11ttt ekttt 63
VeteriNary CRECKS ....c.eiiiiiiiiieiiiieeeee ettt ettt 63
INSUFANCE ...ttt st 63
INCULRTIIIZ ..ttt ettt b et et et b et bt et ebe et e bt et eatenaeemeenaeennes 63
Talking to Owners of Brachycephalic Dogs with Existing Problems.............cccccccceoivnnnnnnnnnn 64
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt ettt st 65
REFEIEIICES ...t e 66

In 2018, the French Bulldog topped the list as The UK Kennel Club’s most registered breed for the
first time (The Kennel Club 2018). Bulldogs, Pugs, Cavalier King Charles Spaniels, Chihuahuas,
Boxers, Shih Tzus and Boston Terriers also featured in the top 20 most registered breeds, suggesting
a shift in popularity towards dogs with brachycephalism. This change towards shorter and smaller
breeds has also been recognised in other regions including Australia (Teng et al. 2016), Scandinavia
(Nordic Kennel Union 2017) and America (American Kennel Club 2018). Brachycephaly is cham-
pioned and selected for by breed interest groups, and brachycephalic dogs have featured in many
advertising campaigns, television programmes and celebrity social media accounts internationally,
with little recognition of their inherent health and welfare problems. This can make for challenging
conversations in the consulting room between owners and veterinarians, with owners who may be
very positive about brachycephalic breeds and unaware of the health and welfare challenges these
dogs can face.
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The health of brachycephalic dogs can be improved by reducing the negative impacts of brachy-
cephaly on the current generation and by breeding healthier dogs for future generations. This chapter
will cover veterinary communications relating to both, as well as the responsibility of veterinary pro-
fessionals (veterinary surgeons and veterinary nurses) to have these discussions. We also look at why
owners may be drawn to brachycephalic dogs in the first place. Where specific relevant research is
available, we have made reference to it. Where none exists, we have drawn from other fields or pro-
vided opinions based on our experience from veterinary practice, policy development and research.

WHY DO PEOPLE BUY BRACHYCEPHALIC DOGS?

Recent research has started to explore owners’ reasons for buying brachycephalic breeds. This
information is useful in understanding the motivation of people who consider purchasing a brachy-
cephalic dog and may subsequently present them for veterinary treatment.

In 2015, Packer and colleagues (Packer et al. 2017) surveyed owners of breeds that were then
in The Kennel Club’s top ten most registered breeds. The study identified that owners of French
Bulldogs, Pugs and Bulldogs were younger in age and more likely to be owning a dog of that breed
for the first time, compared to owners of non-brachycephalic breeds. Owners of all breeds (both
brachycephalic and non-brachycephalic) ranked the importance of ‘being a good companion’ as
the top reason for choosing a specific breed, but owners of brachycephalic dogs were more likely to
rate the breeds’ appearance, their suitability to spend time with children and their size as important
additional influences. In contrast, they were less likely to rate good breed health or longevity as
important influences, compared with the owners of non-brachycephalic breeds. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, given speculation that celebrity ownership may be driving the rise in brachycephalic popular-
ity, celebrity endorsement and recommendations from friends were not given as important factors
by owners in their choice of breed.

A 2017 survey of French Bulldog, Pug and Bulldog owners conducted via social media
(Packer et al. 2019) identified that almost 20% of the 2168 dogs involved had already undergone
conformation-altering surgery, and many had suffered other illnesses common in brachycephalic
breeds. While many of the owners recognised that their dog had one or more ongoing problems
associated with brachycephaly such as heat intolerance, breathing, sleeping and eating difficulties,
the majority felt their dog was either in the best health possible or in very good health. Similarly,
most owners agreed that their dog was healthier than the average dog of their breed. The authors
concluded that owners involved in this survey had perceptual errors in their beliefs about the health
of their dogs compared to reality. In general, owners reported being very emotionally close to their
dogs, with owners of Pugs rating this most highly. They may have deliberately chosen their breed
based on their size, appearance and their personality, but may not have had a dog of that breed
before. They may recognise that their dog has health problems and that they may face challenges
associated with heat, sleeping and eating, but may not perceive them to be as bad as those of other
dogs of the same breed. Further analysis of the same dataset (Packer et al. 2020) revealed that
despite acknowledging their inherent health problems, high cost of ownership and negative behav-
ioural attributes, over 90% of current owners stated they would acquire another dog of the same
breed again. Reasons included their positive behavioural attributes for a companion dog, their sed-
entary nature and their compatibility with children. Understanding these perspectives that lead to
breed loyalty is key to working alongside owners of brachycephalic dogs, to maintain or improve the
welfare of their pets and to spread the message about the problems inherent in these breeds.

VETERINARY RESPONSIBILITY TO DISCUSS BRACHYCEPHALIC HEALTH

The veterinary and veterinary nursing professions are animal welfare-focused, providing leader-
ship on animal welfare in society (BVA 2016). Being animal welfare-focused (prioritising the best
interests of animals in our decision-making and advocacy) is distinct from being client-focused
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(prioritising our clients’ interests, even when they do not align with improving animal welfare; for
example, withholding advice on health problems linked to brachycephaly because it could cause
client offence) or ver-focused (prioritising our own interests or those of our employer; for example,
recommending surgery for a brachycephalic animal because it would be professionally interest-
ing to perform or would generate more revenue than a conservative approach) (Yeates 2013). The
interests of each group are important, but working with our clients and being economically viable
are enablers for veterinary professionals to improve our primary goal of improving animal welfare.
Overall, the veterinary professions have a dual animal welfare responsibility — to treat animals pre-
sented to us, while concurrently advocating for solutions to known root causes of common problems
(BVA and RCVS 2015). Our responses to brachycephaly-related problems give a good example.
Performing indicated airway surgery on a brachycephalic dog with Brachycephalic Obstructive
Airway Syndrome (BOAS) is in that animal’s best interests, but we have an additional responsibility
to speak up about the selective breeding that causes a high incidence of BOAS within brachyce-
phalic breeds, to stimulate and facilitate societal change.

Our opportunities to advocate for the best interests of animals exist at the levels of individuals
(e.g. through our consultations with animal owners), communities (e.g. veterinary practices under-
taking educational and outreach activities), nationally (e.g. veterinary associations and charities
stimulating and contributing to public and political debate) and internationally (e.g. partnerships
between national and international veterinary associations, and other international bodies and insti-
tutions) (BVA 2016, AVMA/FVE/CVMA 2020).

The UK Brachycephalic Working Group has described the veterinary professions’ roles at these
levels, with examples of actions that can be taken at each. At the national level in the UK, the British
Veterinary Association (BVA) has run a high profile awareness-raising campaign, under the hashtag
#BreedToBreathe (BVA 2018). This has included lobbying large companies to discontinue use of
brachycephalic breeds in their marketing, resulting in positive commitments from brands includ-
ing Costa Coffee, Heinz and HSBC Bank. Similarly, internationally, the Australian Veterinary
Association and RSPCA Australia have run a ‘Love is Blind’ campaign since 2016 (AVA 2016), the
New Zealand Veterinary Association made brachycephaly a priority issue in 2017 (NZVA 2017) and
two new policy positions on breeding for brachycephaly were published in 2018, by the Humane
Society Veterinary Medical Association in the US (HSVMA 2018) and in Europe jointly by the
Federation of European Companion Animal Veterinary Associations and Federation of Veterinarians
of Europe (FECAVA 2018). These veterinary campaigns have all served to raise the profile of brachy-
cephalic breed health and provided supporting resources for veterinary practice teams.

IMPROVING THE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING OF
FUTURE GENERATIONS OF DOGS

Position statements and campaigning by veterinary associations can reassure individual veterinary
surgeons and veterinary nurses that it is appropriate and necessary to initiate what can be challeng-
ing conversations with prospective or current owners of brachycephalic dogs. This can drive action
at the individual and community levels.

Community-level advocacy can be driven by the outreach activities of veterinary practices,
engaging, for example, with local media, politicians, schools and through their in-practice displays
and materials. In general, the practice management and culture should support the improvement of
animal welfare in the local area, addressing the root causes of common welfare problems such as
those linked to brachycephaly, beyond the bounds of animals under their direct care. Employees
should be supported to have honest animal welfare-focused conversations with clients. Approached
sensitively, such interactions should not normally lead to clients complaining, but support for clini-
cians by management staff is important if they do. Support for new and recent graduates in this
respect may be particularly important, to help ensure they are not dissuaded from future advocacy
by a negative reaction.
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A specific ethical and practical challenge for effective community-level advocacy may be the
existence of veterinary practices marketing themselves as ‘brachy-friendly’. While we are unaware
of a definition of such a practice, anecdotally they have a high caseload of brachycephalic dogs
and are favoured by breeders for their welcoming, unquestioning approach to brachycephalic
patients. While such practices may acquire a high level of expertise in treating conditions linked
to brachycephaly, they may hamper efforts to tackle root causes of these conditions. Employees
of such practices who are motivated to advocate brachycephalic health may feel disempowered,
particularly if they weren’t aware of the ‘brachy-friendly’ ethos when they joined, and the advo-
cacy efforts of other local practices may be undermined if a single practice is taking a neutral or
welcoming stance.

A list of advocacy activities that practices can undertake is given in the BVA #BreedToBreathe
ten-point plan for veterinary practices (Table 5.1). It can be particularly effective when practices
allocate a staff member as a dedicated ‘champion’ to lead on practical animal welfare activities like
these, to take ownership and to motivate and assist their colleagues. Depending on the size of the
practice or practice group, this can be coupled with an overarching ‘task force’, made up of staff
members from various job roles, with a collective remit to regularly consider and audit how the
practice can further advance animal welfare and ethics (Wensley et al. 2020).

TABLE 5.1
British Veterinary Association (BVA) #BreedToBreathe Ten-Point Plan for Veterinary
Practices (Reproduced with Permission)

1. Offer pre-purchase consultations You can use the PDSA ‘Which pet?’ consultation framework, with
prospective dog owners. The potential health problems of brachycephalic
conformation can be clearly outlined in these consultations

2. Strongly advise against breeding If a dog is suffering from BOAS or requires conformation altering surgery —
consider neutering (where best practice allows) to prevent further litters
with extremes of conformation that negatively impact on their health and
welfare

3. Promote the Puppy Contract The Puppy Contract (comprising the Puppy Information Pack and contract
for sale) can be promoted through the practice communication channels,
e.g. website, social media, waiting room displays, newsletters, and in
local print and broadcast media

These can include the BVA/KC Health Schemes but also those for
brachycephalic breeds that currently exist among Bulldog, French

bulldog and Pug breed clubs

4. Promote and actively participate in
available health schemes

5. Carry out exercise tolerance test ETT and functional grading can be conducted for brachycephalic breeds
(ETT) and functional grading as part of their annual health assessment
6. Enrol the practice in clinical So as to contribute to data gathering and evidence generation. Examples
surveillance programmes include VetCompass and SAVSNET
7. Develop a practice communication Make sure to repeatedly, clearly and consistently communicate the health
strategy problems experienced by dogs with brachycephalic conformation
through the practice communication channels
8. Maintain discipline in your practice Develop practice policy to ensure that practice communication channels
communication strategy (particularly social media and advertising materials) do not portray dogs
with brachycephalic conformation as cute, humorous or appealing
9. Ensure practice policy supports staff Everyone needs to appropriately convey evidence-based information and
advice to owners of dogs with brachycephalic conformation
10. Support local breed clubs and Primarily in the development and implementation of plans to improve the

representatives

health of dogs with brachycephalic conformation
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PRE-PURCHASE CONSULTATIONS

One approach to improving the welfare of future generations of dogs, highlighted in the BVA
#BreedToBreathe ten-point plan for veterinary practices, is to offer pre-purchase consultations, such
as the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA)’s “Which Pet?’ consultation framework (PDSA
2020a). These consultations with prospective pet owners can be an opportunity to outline the health
problems linked to brachycephaly and to discuss ownership of healthier breeds.

Pre-purchase veterinary consultations are in their relative infancy. In 2019, 7% of current pet
owners took advice from a veterinary professional before getting their pet, up from 5% in 2018
(PDSA 2018a, PDSA 2019). In 2018, 13% of veterinary practices offered free, dedicated pre-
purchase clinics and 2% offered paid-for dedicated pre-purchase clinics (PDSA 2018a).

Effective marketing will be required to change cultural perceptions of what a veterinary practice
can offer. Anecdotally, some prospective pet owners had not thought about visiting their local veter-
inary practice for pre-purchase advice, some thought there may have been a charge that they didn’t
wish to pay and some thought veterinary practices were too busy caring for sick animals. Practice
marketing should aim to counter perceptions such as these, making it clear that prospective owners
would be very welcome. Pre-purchase consultations may offer benefits to practices - of those cur-
rently offering free pre-purchase clinics, veterinary surgeons and veterinary nurses estimated that
71% of potential pet owners who were not existing clients of the practice go on to join the practice
after receiving the consultation (BVA and BVNA 2018). At least one large veterinary practice group
in the UK has introduced free pre-purchase consultations across its practices.

Frameworks help structure the available time in a consultation. PDSA’s “Which Pet?’ consulta-
tion framework structures pre-purchase conversations around three areas. First, relevant aspects of
the prospective owner’s lifestyle and circumstances are discussed using the ‘PETS’ acronym:

Place — how suitable for a pet is the place where you live?

Exercise — how much exercise are you willing and able to do with a pet?

Time — how much time do you have for care activities like walking, training and cleaning?
Spend — are you aware of, and able to afford, the realistic costs of pet ownership?

This narrows the list of potentially suitable species and breeds. Then, the Five Welfare Needs (as
set out in the UK Animal Welfare Acts; Table 5.2) are discussed for species and breeds of interest —
what they are and how they would be provided for. The Health need offers a natural prompt to
discuss the problems linked to brachycephaly.

Finally, responsible sourcing is discussed; for example, by promoting the Puppy Contract and
Puppy Information Pack — a freely downloadable toolkit that guides puppy buyers through the ques-
tions they should ask a breeder before purchasing a puppy (Puppy Contract 2020). A practice can

TABLE 5.2
The Five Welfare Needs

The passing of the Animal Welfare Act (2006), the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act (2006) and the Welfare of
Animals Act (Northern Ireland) (2011) updated animal protection legislation in the UK. These Acts retain an offence of
causing unnecessary suffering but also introduced a legal duty of care based around an animal’s welfare needs. A person
responsible for an animal’s welfare must ensure that the following needs are met:

1. Environment — a suitable environment

2. Diet — a suitable diet

3. Behaviour — to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns

4. Companionship — to be housed with, or apart from, other animals
5. Health — to be protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease
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recommend local, reputable rescue and rehoming organisations, as well as reputable local breed-
ers who are members of The Kennel Club Assured Breeders Scheme. A puppy should always be
seen interacting with their mother, to reduce the risk of inadvertently purchasing a puppy from a
puppy farm.

If during a pre-purchase consultation, an owner is insistent on acquiring a brachycephalic dog
breed, providing specific information on how to source the healthiest possible individual from these
high-risk breeds is important in helping to guide their purchasing process. You can help them to
identify appropriate breeders, and the healthiest puppies available. Recent efforts have been made to
provide advice to the public on this topic. In 2018, the UK Brachycephalic Working Group worked
with the producers of a Disney movie, Patrick the Pug, to help mitigate risks of the film further
increasing the popularity of brachycephalic dogs. A cinema flyer was produced to accompany the
film, and included the following additional sourcing advice (agreed by all members of the Group),
for those committed to buying a brachycephalic breed:

e Look for a puppy with a relatively long muzzle and nice wide open nostrils and parents
with similar attributes.

* Check that the puppy’s nose and eyes are not obscured by a large over-the-nose skin
wrinkle.

* Ask if the parents have been health-tested! and ask to see the Health Certificate. Being
health tested isn’t a guarantee that a dog won’t develop health problems but shows that
breeders are trying to address some breed-related problems.

When first introducing pre-purchase consultations at a practice, it is recommended they should be
piloted, followed by reflection and any improvements made before a full launch. It is important that
all members of the practice team that are involved with marketing and delivering them should be
fully briefed and trained on their purpose and delivery. Online marketing may be particularly effec-
tive in driving uptake, as over a third of dog owners looked online before they chose their pet (PDSA
2018a). A free online PDSA “Which Pet?’ toolkit includes an e-learning module, practice posters, a
guide for the veterinary team and a client booklet, endorsed by BVA (PDSA 2020a). Each has space
for a practice’s logo and details to be added.

IMPROVING THE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING OF THE
CURRENT GENERATION OF BRACHYCEPHALIC DOGS

GENERAL PrINCIPLES OF COMMUNICATING WITH EXISTING OWNERS ABOUT BRACHYCEPHALY

Until pre-purchase consultations have been further mainstreamed, the first interaction many of us
will have with owners of brachycephalic dogs is after their purchase.

It is imperative that you form a good relationship with owners, whatever you may think person-
ally about their choice of breed. While it can be tempting to blame them for making a bad choice, it
is too late and will be counterproductive. At best, you are likely to make them feel guilty; at worst,
they will feel patronised and judged, and may never set foot in your practice again. Some owners
will have rescued their pet, and the presenting problems may pre-date their ownership, so it pays to
be sensitive.

You could reel off a list of depressing health statistics to owners, but we suggest you don’t. The
evidence from fields such as climate change and vaccine denialism suggests reciting facts is likely
to be ineffective, if not counterproductive (Trevors et al. 2016). It can harden existing attitudes

! Health testing could include Respiratory Function Grading, run by the Kennel Club and University of Cambridge
Veterinary School. This scheme assesses Bulldogs, French Bulldogs and Pugs for BOAS, advises owners if their dog is
affected by BOAS and gives guidance to breeders on how to lower the risk of producing affected puppies.
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and make owners think you don’t understand their perspectives. In addition, owners’ beliefs about
their freedom to choose a brachycephalic breed, or a distrust in you as an expert, could be aligned
to those of their friends, their social group and their political or ideological beliefs. This phenom-
enon of ‘motivated cognition’ has been identified in studies exploring a wide range of other beliefs
(Kahan 2016), but has yet to be tested among dog owners.

Instead, the evidence suggests that we need to frame messages positively, and we should strive to
educate owners about practical steps they can take to keep their pet as well as they can. We could try
to start the conversation by asking owners whether they are aware of the health problems their breed
might be prone to. This open question allows them to tell you what they already know. Some may
be unexpectedly expert, some may have no idea and others may be confident, but wrong. Hopefully,
this will allow you to introduce the topic sensitively and without creating hostility.

If problems related to brachycephaly are not the reason they booked to see you, check that it is a
good time to talk to them about these issues — they may be distracted by needing to get to work or
make the school run, or they may not be the key decision-maker for that dog (Belshaw et al. 2018,
Brunet 2020). If now doesn’t work for them, tell them what you’d like to talk about and why it mat-
ters and book them yourself for another consultation at a more convenient time. Include in clinical
records what you planned to say in case you don’t see them next time, although continuity of care is
likely to be very beneficial here.

Terms such as ‘brachycephaly’, ‘stenotic nares’, ‘soft palate’ and ‘BOAS’ will be incomprehen-
sible to many owners. Describing the dog as ‘flat faced” and explaining what you mean is likely to be
more user-friendly. Use pictures, and point to relevant features on the dog in front of you whenever
possible. Ensure that owners can see what you mean and understand what you’re talking about by
regularly stopping to ask if they have questions. Pausing for a few seconds after they have finished
speaking to ensure they have nothing further to add and summarising back to them what they have
said are good habits (Fawcett 2013). Always discuss the potential impact on the quality of life of the
dog, and the prognosis — owners may be terrified that a minor ailment will be life-threatening or
may be inappropriately unconcerned.

Empathy, compassion and time are keys to successful communication (Fawcett 2013). It’s likely
that your client, their wider family and friendship group, are very attached to this dog, and they
may be worried or feel guilty about what you are telling them. This may come across as them being
defensive. Try to find common ground — for example, you both want the best thing for the dog, and
it would be awful if they started to suffer. Tell them that you want to work with them to prevent that.
Research in other fields suggests that it is useful to remove any sense of guilt. Phrasing such as the
following may help: It’s ok — you didn’t know any of this before you came in, and it can be hard
to find this information when you're doing your research, but now you do know. I can help, and
we can work together to do all we can to prevent future problems..... While this may feel like you
are letting owners off the hook, it can be a more successful way to get them on board than blaming
them. It may be worth asking your reception team to book longer first consultation appointments
with brachycephalic breeds. Dedicated ‘Brachycephalic Health Assessments’ have also been sug-
gested, where discussing the dogs’ recognised health problems and quality of life provides the con-
text for the visit, helping to make these topics less thorny and unexpected. Such assessments could
be particularly useful for practices with high numbers of brachycephalic dogs registered.

Printed or online resources can be gathered together to help you and other practice staff explain
your key messages to clients. One of the UK’s largest veterinary practice groups has produced its
own ‘Guide to Brachycephalic Breeds’ for educating owners about health issues and supplied these
to its 800-plus practices (IVC 2019).

Websites from veterinary charities such as PDSA and Blue Cross, providing information for
owners of brachycephalic dogs, (Blue Cross 2018, PDSA 2018b) can be useful in backing up what
you have said and providing a reliable resource that owners can access later, in their own time.
There’s evidence that owners will look at a specific website if you write the link down for them —
this is termed giving an ‘information prescription’ (Kogan et al. 2014). There may be a whole range
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of friends, relatives and dog walkers who are involved in looking after the dog and may be contrib-
uting to any problems — takeaway literature and web links will be helpful for them too.

It’s important not to expect every owner to be on board with your advice. Anything you can
do to educate the owner, keep the dog slim, get them insured or treat their problems will repre-
sent a positive benefit to that dog. Don’t be too hard on yourself when dealing with these cases,
and don’t take this as a personal failure. Praise any small improvement, even if the dog has kept
their weight stable or lost 0.5 kg when they need to lose 8 kg. Ask owners what, if anything, they
are finding hard with any instructions you’ve given them if you don’t see any changes, and work
with them to find practical, bespoke solutions that work for them. In order to make any change,
owners need to have the capability, opportunity and motivation to be able to do it (Michie et al.
2011).

TALKING ABOUT BRACHYCEPHALY DURING THE PUPPY VACCINE CONSULT

Many of us will first meet new brachycephalic dogs when presented for their initial course of vac-
cinations or for a new dog check. Our experience is that many owners of new brachycephalic breed
puppies have little or no idea that their breed is associated with health problems. They may be hor-
rified to learn that the cute puppy that may have cost them thousands of pounds, and who a breeder
may have sold as being in excellent health, could be less than perfect. Using the general communica-
tion principles described above, this is a good time to start teaching owners about problems to look
for and things they can prevent.

Some owners may think the vaccination consultation is just for giving a vaccine and nothing else
(Belshaw et al. 2018), so introduce the idea at the outset that you’re going to check the puppy over
and chat with them about how to keep him or her healthy. Advise owners that you want to tell them
about a few common things that can happen to this breed because catching problems early can make
sure they don’t get too serious, and some of them are preventable. Tell them you don’t want to scare
them, but in your experience, these are things that you see quite regularly. By doing this, you are
positioning yourself as working alongside them as part of their team.

After your general clinical examination and after you've answered any questions the owner
might have, go through some of the common health problems, demonstrating on the dog where the
problem might arise, what signs they would spot if they occurred, and giving them reassuring infor-
mation about how those problems might be fixable. Suggested common problems to cover include
the following.

RESPIRATORY

Advise that noisy breathing sounds such as snorting, snuffling and snoring can be signs of obstructed
breathing and shouldn’t be considered ‘normal for the breed’, particularly if exhibited during the
day (Packer et al. 2012). Show them their puppy’s nostrils, and if they look stenotic, talk about why
that can be a problem and what options might be available to help. Teach them what it means if their
dog starts to snore, the risks of progressive problems if this is left and what could be done surgically
if that happens.

WEIGHT

Emphasise the benefits and importance of keeping their dog a healthy weight; there is good evidence
that obesity contributes significantly to BOAS (Liu et al. 2017) and was the most prevalent disorder
in Pugs recorded by UK veterinary surgeons working in primary care during 2013 (O’Neill et al.
2016). Use Puppy Growth Curves to monitor healthy weight gain and demonstrate Body Condition
Scoring; a body condition score chart specifically designed for Pugs is free to download from the
Cambridge Veterinary School website (Cambridge BOAS Research Group 2017).
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ExerciSE AND THERMOREGULATION

Advise on healthy levels of exercise, including the need to avoid over-exercise, especially in hot
weather. Teach the importance of keeping these breeds cool in warmer weather and being especially
vigilant when they are in cars. Recent research suggests flat-faced dogs are at increased risk of heat
stroke even from apparently innocuous activities such as sitting outside in hot weather (Hall et al.
2020).

EvEs

Show them where cherry eyes can pop up and what they can do if they see that happening. Teach
them how to check the eyes for ulcers and the importance of taking their dog to see a veterinary
surgeon promptly if they show clinical signs of an ulcer, as well as emphasising the potential risks
of using eye drops purchased from non-veterinary websites.

SKIN

Teach owners how to check their dog’s ears for signs of infection or inflammation, and to encourage
owners to positively train puppies to accept examination of their ears from a young age (see, e.g.,
Blue Cross 2020 and PDSA 2020Db as useful resources for owners on reward-based training). If the
dog has multiple skin folds, show them how they can inspect those and what products are available
for reducing the risk of infections. Emphasise the importance of this regular home checking and,
where necessary, cleaning.

VETERINARY CHECKS

Advise regular checking by a veterinary surgeon. Explain that a veterinary surgeon may recom-
mend treatment such as weight loss or specialist surgery to help them if breathing is obstructed.

INSURANCE

Discuss the benefits of insuring these breeds, given the unfortunate chance that one or more of these
problems may develop. Remember that not every brachycephalic dog will suffer from any or all of
these problems and emphasise the message of ‘better safe than sorry’.

NEUTERING

Some owners may ask at this point whether or when they should neuter their dog. This is a useful
time to discuss why you would advocate not breeding from brachycephalic dogs, particularly those
with conformation-related disease. If they don’t introduce the topic, you could signpost that you’ll
discuss it when they return for their second or third vaccination. This may prompt the owner to
think about it in the interim, and the conversation should not be a surprise when it occurs.

Advise owners to read the handouts and websites you have given them, after their first vacci-
nation consultation, and that you can answer any questions or queries in their second vaccination
consultation.

Hopefully, these owners will now be on board with what they need to look for and do. Ensure
they know that they can always come in with any questions or worries, even if they think it’s some-
thing insignificant. Some owners may be reassured by having 6 monthly checks to help ensure they
aren’t missing anything; others will be happy to take matters into their own hands. As with any of
these conversations, you won’t convert everyone and some people won’t be interested, but if even a
few owners pick up some useful tips, then you will have helped improve the welfare of their dogs.
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TALKING TO OWNERS OF BRACHYCEPHALIC
DOGS WITH EXISTING PROBLEMS

Existing health problems can broadly be grouped into two types:

1. ‘Presenting problems’ are problems that the owner has noticed and that led them to book
the appointment. Typically, these presenting problems create clinical signs that are easy
for the owner to detect and have been recognised by the owner as something abnormal or
bothersome to them and/or the dog.

2. ‘Non-presenting problems’ are ones that you pick up during the course of your clinical
examination or that the owner mentions in the consulting room when the dog has been
booked in for a different reason. Vaccination consultations can be a classic time for this to
happen.

Relatively, these latter consultations can be a lot more difficult; you may need to raise an issue about
which the owner is unaware or may consider to be normal. In our experience, facial and soft palate
conformation problems, and obesity, can often fall into this category, with owners thinking that
snoring or excessive panting is normal for their breed. Similar unexpected surprises for owners may
arise when discussing the anaesthetic risks associated with brachycephaly as an adjunct to routine
surgery, or when explaining reasons that their dog has recurrent corneal ulceration.

Where minor issues related to brachycephaly are not the reason for presentation, it can be tempt-
ing to ignore them, or leave them for someone else to deal with during a subsequent consultation.
Concerns about how the conversation will go, and the very real-time pressures faced during vet-
erinary consultations make this an understandable standpoint. In some instances, booking a future
consultation to discuss the issue may be the best thing to do. However, our responsibility is to the
welfare of the animal in front of us and should not be limited to telling owners what they wish to
hear (Fawcett 2017, Fawcett et al. 2018). Fawcett (2017) proposes that a ‘virtue ethics’ approach
can help with honest conversations with clients, structured around five focal virtues important for
medical professionals.

There is a risk of seeming to be complicit in poor welfare if we do not speak up, and owners may
ask why we said nothing, at a later date. As a minimum, we think emphasising the importance of
keeping the dog within a normal body condition score, avoiding excessive heat and advising owners
of common problems to watch for should be mentioned whenever possible.

Conversations about more severe problems related to brachycephalic conformations, particularly
those about which the owner appears unaware, can be very challenging. Hughes et al. (2018) iden-
tified that owners of a range of species valued veterinary surgeons who ‘“cared for their animals,
knew their stuff, and took them seriously”. Thinking about these key attributes of a good veterinary
surgeon may form a useful way to have a conversation about an issue such as BOAS, in combination
with our behavioural change attributes of capability, opportunity and motivation. Start by framing
the conversation in terms of the animal’s welfare — there is something that you’ve seen/heard/felt
that you are worried about. Then, involve the owner by soliciting their viewpoint — is this something
they were aware of, and were they concerned by it? This allows you to see where they stand on the
issue, and it may help you to identify a reason that they could be motivated to do something about
it. For example, owners of a dog with a loud snore may find it annoying or may even be having dis-
turbed sleep as a result of it (Packer et al. 2020). You can then go on to describe what concerns you
have and why, what the implications might be for the welfare of their dog and what might be done
about it. Again, frame this as being a discussion you want to have because it’s in the best interests of
their pet. Introduce the fact that it is related to the dog’s conformation, sensitively — they may have
had no idea when they acquired the dog that they were prone to these problems, and blaming them
for their bad decision will not help. As we described earlier, reassure owners that it was ok that they
didn’t know before, but now that they do, you can both do something about it — provide them with
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that clear opportunity. Not every owner will be capable of affording major surgery for their dog’s
airway, but they may well be capable of helping them to lose weight or be able to pay for their nares
to be widened if these are relevant contributory factors. Discuss the options and find one that is
practical for them. The key to any of these discussions is to tread carefully and sensitively. Ensure
that you read the owner’s level of engagement and their emotions on the day, and if you don’t think
it’s the right time, then leave it as long as the dog’s welfare permits, but write a note to discuss it
next time.

It is possible that even with your best attempts, the owner may become upset or angry. Fawcett
(2013) describes three broad reasons for this: it is not the outcome owners expected; expectations
are misaligned; or one of the parties is behaving inflexibly. These may be underpinned by a wide
range of reasons from feeling that their concern has not been addressed (they were worried about
their dog’s umbilical hernia, but you are talking about the dog’s weight, for example), that they don’t
feel their perspectives have been taken into account and that they are worried about the costs of
what you are discussing, or things outside your control such as they are having a bad day for other
reasons. If you can sense rising emotions, stop and ask them what they think about what you are
saying, allowing them the space to fully explain.

Again, not every owner will be on board, and this may leave you with a dilemma as to when to
respect client autonomy versus intervene. The UK Animal Welfare Acts enshrine in law owners’
legal duty to meet their pet’s Five Welfare Needs (see the ‘Pre-purchase Consultations’ section),
including the animal’s need to be protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease. It is likely that
many owners will be unaware of these legal duties (a quarter of UK dog, cat and rabbit owners have
still never heard of the Animal Welfare Acts (Wensley et al. (2021)), so even advising them there
is legislation to protect the welfare of their pet may be useful to all parties, but should not be used
as a veiled threat. This legislation is enforced by the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (RSPCA), Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SSPCA) and Animal
Welfare Officers in Northern Ireland. Veterinary professionals have a responsibility to identify sus-
pected instances of abuse, including neglect, and report this to the appropriate bodies. This will
sometimes require us to break client confidentiality; in the UK, guidance on doing so, to act on
animal welfare concerns, is laid out in the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) Code of
Professional Conduct and Supporting Guidance.

One specific situation where client confidentiality can be breached is in the reporting by veteri-
nary surgeons to The Kennel Club of a caesarean section performed on a Kennel Club-registered
dog. The Kennel Club registration specifically permits this, and veterinary surgeons should under-
take such reporting to provide population data to The Kennel Club, to inform future health strate-
gies. While a client’s permission is not required to submit this information, it is nevertheless usually
recommended to inform the client as part of good professional relations.

Breeders have additional legal responsibilities to protect animal welfare. Under the Animal
Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) (England), Regulations 2018, Schedule six
states that “No dog may be kept for breeding if it can reasonably be expected, on the basis of its
genotype, phenotype, or state of health that breeding from it could have detrimental effect on its
health or welfare or the health and welfare of its offspring”. This legislation could be a valuable
additional tool for tackling the welfare problems associated with breeding for brachycephaly, but
there has not been a test case at the time of writing.

CONCLUSIONS

Some owners of brachycephalic dogs will be naive to their wide range of health problems, while
others may be aware but still retain strong breed loyalty. Understanding owners’ motivations to
acquire these dogs is important in working alongside them. There are multiple time-points where
you can sensitively discuss brachycephalic health and welfare, from the pre-purchase consultation
to the routine consultation for another reason. Rather than making assumptions, ascertain what
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owners already know and how they feel about any current or potential issues and aim to educate and
motivate, rather than blame them. Trying to improve brachycephalic health and encourage owners
to consider alternative breeds can feel like an uphill challenge at times. Remember, you have mul-
tiple opportunities to make a difference — from your direct interactions with owners, to influencing
your practice’s marketing policies, to joining and supporting your professional bodies and their
public awareness campaigns. Don’t be disheartened — even if it takes a long time, you are likely to
have a positive impact.
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