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INTRODUCTION 

What is a pit bull 

The term “pit bull” is defined many different ways by many different people.  

Depending on who is using the term, pit bull may refer to between one and 20 breeds of 

dogs.  In the narrowest interpretation, the term pit bull refers to the American Pit Bull 

Terrier and the American Staffordshire Terrier.  Staffordshire Bull Terriers are commonly 

considered to be pit bulls as well.  Bull Terriers, Boxers, and American Bulldogs are 

often listed in the pit bull category as well (Lockwood and Rindy, 1986; Collier, 2006).  

Often in legislation or contracts, such as apartment rentals, there will be a list of 

prohibited breeds and a clause including “any dog displaying the majority of physical 

traits for any one of these breeds” (Denver Code of Ordinances, 2012).  According to the 

American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, the following breeds are 

sometimes labeled as pit bulls as well because they have similar physical characteristics: 

Presa Canario, Cane Corso, Dogo Argentino, Tosa Inu, Bullmastiff, Dogue de Bordeaux, 

Alapaha Blue Blood Bulldog, Old English Bulldog, Japanese Tosa, and Filo Brasiliero 

(American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 2012). 

Experts and veterinarians have a general summary of the physical characteristics 

of a pit bull.  These dogs are short-coated muscular dogs.  They have a wide skull, large 

square jaws, and are stocky in stature.  Aside from these characteristics, the dogs can 

range in weight from 30-75 pounds and have a variety of heights (American Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 2012).  For the purposes of this paper, the term “pit 

bull” is used to refer to the American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, 

Staffordshire Bull Terrier, and Bull Terrier.   
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History of the pit bull breeds 

Pit bulls originated in Europe, particularly in England.  Terriers were crossed with 

bulldogs in order to produce a dog with game abilities as well as athleticism and strength.  

These dogs (and many types of bulldogs) were used by butchers to control livestock 

waiting for slaughter.  This led to dogs that were bred smaller so that they could be used 

for baiting – a sport of dogs fighting bulls, bears, and other animals.  When baiting was 

made illegal, pit fighting (or dog fighting) became more popular.  Aside from fighting, pit 

bulls were used for hunting, herding, and companionship.   Historically, pit bulls are 

often called “nanny dogs” because they were companions and protectors of the family’s 

children.  The American Pit Bull Terrier was recognized as a breed by the United Kennel 

Club in 1898.  Their definition of an American Pit Bull Terrier states that:  

“The essential characteristics of the American Pit Bull Terrier (APBT) are 

strength, confidence, and zest for life.  This breed is eager to please and 

brimming over with enthusiasm.  APBTs make excellent family 

companions and have always been noted for their love of children.  

Because most APBTs exhibit some level of dog aggression and because of 

its powerful physique, the APBT requires an owner who will carefully 

socialize and obedience train the dog.  The APBT is not the best choice for 

a guard dog since they are extremely friendly, even with strangers.  

Aggressive behavior toward humans is uncharacteristic of the breed and 

highly undesirable.  This breed does very well in performance events 

because of its high level of intelligence and its willingness to work” 

(United Kennel Club, 2008).   
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This description is a good generalization of most pit bull dogs’ temperaments.  

Fighting dogs were bred to fight animals, not humans.  The fighting history of pit bull 

breeds means that these types of dogs need extra training and socialization as puppies and 

continued reinforcement throughout their life.  Pit bulls are not fighting dogs purely by 

nature, but their genetic background means that they are more easily encouraged to fight 

than other breeds might be.   

One word used to describe pit bull breeds’ temperament is their “gameness”.  

Gameness can be described as determination and the will to not give up despite injury or 

exhaustion (Frequently asked questions, 2012).  When gameness is discussed in pit bulls, 

it is associated with fighting.  However, there is not a correlation of gameness to 

aggression.  Gameness can be negatively exploited in fighting situations, but it can also 

be positively exploited in hunting, herding livestock, or in agility competitions.  

Gameness is not a characteristic that is unique to pit bull breeds.  Herding dogs, such as 

border collies, exhibit gameness when they continue to herd a flock of sheep even when 

they are tired.  Some hunting dogs – like a Labrador Retriever – demonstrate their 

gameness by fetching ducks incessantly until there are no more ducks to retrieve.  

Gameness can also been demonstrated by a dog’s loyalty and desire to please (Twinning, 

et. al., 2000).  American Kennel Club standards for the American Staffordshire Terrier 

and the Staffordshire Bull Terrier describe both breeds’ temperament as “people-

oriented” and loyal (American Kennel Club – American Staffordshire Terrier, 2012 and 

American Kennel Club – Staffordshire Bull Terrier, 2012).   

Pit bulls were brought to the United Stated by English settlers.  The dogs took up 

the same roles that they had served in Europe – hunting, herding (particularly for 

livestock catches), and companionship.   Pit bulls maintained the same characteristics – 
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strength, loyalty, courage – which suited them well for many tasks, including military 

work (BADRAP, 2011).  The first war dog in the United States was a pit bull named 

“Sgt. Stubby”.  He was the first of many pit bulls to work as messengers, guard dogs, and 

companions with deployed military units.  “Sgt. Stubby” is also the most decorated war 

dog in the history of the United States as he earned 13 awards, including a Wound Stripe, 

which was the precursor to the Purple Heart (Sergeant Stubby, 2009).   

In the 1970s, the pit bull population began to grow steadily and the dogs were 

very popular by the next decade.  During this period, dog fighting became more 

widespread and organized.  Some pit bulls were exploited in dog fighting due to their 

strength and gameness, which had been historically used for productive tasks.  It should 

be noted that not all pit bulls are fighting dogs and most pit bulls do not have any ties to 

the people in dog fighting.  However, even though the majority of pit bulls are not 

fighting dogs, the stereotyping began to develop.   

Through the 1970s and 1980s, pit bulls as a whole gained a reputation of being a 

vicious, fighting breed of dog.  Even though it is not accurate, pit bulls were “associated 

with young male owners, dog fighting and the drug trade” (Burrows and Fielding, 2005).  

Because of the stereotype that society had of pit bulls, they did appeal to the part of the 

populations that wanted a “tough” or intimidating dog, particularly gang members or 

thugs.  This meant that a portion of pit bulls fell into a self-perpetuating cycle of 

irresponsible owners and dog fighting (or at least a severe lack of proper training and 

socialization).  People who owned pit bulls for dog fighting purposely bred for aggression 

and then exaggerated the genetic tendency by training the dogs to fight.   

Since pit bulls aren’t a single breed of dog, there is no demographic information 

available about the population of people that owns them.  Twining et al. (2000), 
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interviewed people who adopted pit bulls from two shelters in Massachusetts.  The 

owners who took part in this case study were from a variety of backgrounds.  They lived 

in the city and the suburbs, most were 20-50 years old, and worked in white and blue 

collar professions.  The adopting households were families, couples, and single 

individuals.  Though it was a small study, it demonstrates that stereotypes do not 

accurately depict the true demographics of pit bull owners. 

In the last few decades, pit bulls have also been used as service dogs, rescue dogs, 

and therapy dogs.  Three American Pit Bull Terriers in particular have become renowned 

search and rescue dogs.  They worked Ground Zero at the World Train Center, the 

wreckage of the Columbia space shuttle, and many missing person cases (Ferguson, 

2012).  Pit bull breed dogs are currently being used as hearing dogs, wheelchair 

assistance dogs, and various other types of service dogs (emotional support dogs, dogs 

for children with disabilities, etc.).  Pit bulls are also used for drug and bomb detection by 

law enforcement agencies.   

Pit bulls have many different roles in society and continue to serve a variety of 

purposes today.  The pit bull breeds thrive in countless settings, ranging from drug 

detection to companionship.  These breeds have been bred for many purposes over the 

past centuries and, as with any breed, each dog’s abilities are influenced through a 

combination of genetics, training, and the environment that they are in.   

Dog bite reports 

There is an enormous amount of information available about dog bites.  However, 

the quantity of the information sometimes compromises the quality of conclusions that 

can be drawn from it.  The United States does not have a national system that keeps track 

of dog bite information (Types of dog bites, 2011).  Due to this lack of organization, it is 
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difficult to get an accurate count of dog bites that occur, let alone account for the specific 

breed of each biting dog.  There are a variety of factors that affect the results of dog bite 

reports.  A bite could be defined as a dog’s teeth contacting a person, a dog breaking the 

skin, or an injury severe enough to require a hospital visit.  Some dog bite reports collect 

data by self-report from victims, hospital records, or media reports.  Identification of the 

breed of the dog that bites a person may be done by the bite victim, eyewitnesses, dog 

owners, animal control officers, veterinarians, or some other person.  The lack of 

consistency in recording dog bites leads to many questionable reports and flawed data.   

The Center for Disease Control collected data summarizing fatalities from dog 

bites in the United States beginning in 1979 (Sacks et al., 2008).  This data is very well 

known and is often used in arguments against pit bull breed dogs, even though there are 

some significant flaws in the data.  The results were published in the Journal of the 

American Veterinary Medical Association in a special report.  It was found that “pit bull 

type” dogs were responsible for more fatal attacks than any other breeds.  However, the 

data was gathered from two main sources – the Humane Society of the United States 

(HSUS) and media reports.  HSUS keeps a registry of dog bite related fatalities (DBRF) 

in the United States.  For each fatality, HSUS records the location, victim’s age and 

gender, the number and breeds of the dogs involved, and the circumstances of the attack.  

The information was gathered from media sources by “scanning the text of newspapers 

and periodicals for certain words and word combinations likely to represent human 

DBRF followed by a review of articles containing those terms.”  This indicates that their 

data relied partially on the media for identifying the dog breeds correctly.  However, 

previously mentioned evidence has shown the inaccuracy of the media’s reporting of dog 

attacks.  This report did combine the data with the HSUS and only one new DBRF was 
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found, indicating that HSUS keeps their registry updated with the questionable media 

reports.  This report gathered data using the same techniques used in other well noted 

studies, so similar inaccuracies may be present in many other papers comparing dog 

breeds to biting prevalence.  This single dog bite report demonstrates the difficulties and 

inaccuracies of analyzing dog bites in the United States.   

Aside from collecting basic data, most dog bite reports do not take other factors 

into account when analyzing breeds that bite.  The situation leading up to a dog bite, 

function of the dog, owner management, and health of the dog are all factors that could 

help to provide context for a dog bite.  It’s also important to note that though some 

reports show correlations between factors and bites, causation still must be determined.   

The situation of the dog bite can sometimes provide insight into why the bite 

occurred.  Context can be gained by whether the dog was at home or in a public area, on 

or off leash, with its owner or roaming free, etc.  According to the study by Sacks et. al. 

(2008), approximately half of dog bite fatalities occur while the dog is off leash at the 

owners property and another 25% are caused by unrestrained dogs somewhere other than 

the owner’s property.  Other circumstances worthy of consideration are if the dog was 

eating, sleeping, playing, or fighting (with another dog and a person tries to intervene, 

leading to a bite).   

Owner management affects a dog and can help shape it’s responses to various 

situations.  A dog that is trained and encouraged to be a guard dog will probably be more 

likely to bite than a dog that is discouraged from barking and chasing people.  A dog’s 

reproductive status has been correlated to biting.  Male dogs bite more than females and 

intact dogs bite more that neutered dogs (Medlin, 2007).  Mother dogs with puppies are 

also more likely to bite due to protecting their young.  A dogs overall health, pain, and 
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hunger (if the dog is not being fed enough) may also affect a dog that ends up biting a 

person.   

One statistic often portrayed inaccurately is the percentage bites a breed is 

responsible for (Sacks et al, 2008).  In order to really understand how likely it is for a 

breed to bite, one must know the number of dogs of a specific breed that have bitten a 

person and the total number of dogs of that breed in the population.  Breed registration is 

not required and not all owners register their dogs with a city or county.  Pit bulls are at a 

particular disadvantage with these statistics however, because of the unspecific definition 

of the term “pit bull”.  The American Pit Bull Terrier is recognized in the United 

Kingdom.  This breed is not recognized in the United States, but several other pit bull 

breeds are recognized.  Since pit bulls are often labeled due to phenotypic traits, many 

mixed breeds fall into the pit bull category. A more recent study by Collier (2006), 

estimated that pit bulls were responsible for 6.7% of dog bite fatalities over a 40 year 

period while pit bulls were thought to make up 9.6% of the U.S. dog population.  Even 

though pit bulls may appear to be responsible for a larger percentage of dog bites than 

other breeds, there is also a larger population of pit bulls dogs.  This means that the 

percentages of pit bull breed dogs that bite people may be comparable to other breeds.   

Human-canine interactions are much more complex below the surface and there 

are many factors that may play a part in a dog bite which cannot be measured or directly 

identified.  Dog bite reports can be useful, but it is important to pay attention to how the 

data were collected and analyzed.  A more organized system of reporting dog bites could 

be a key factor in future research.   
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Media influence 

Media sources have played a part in the negative pit bull stereotype.  The press 

has helped mislead the public’s perception of pit bull breeds in several ways.  Overall, the 

media reports a disproportionately large number of stories portraying pit bulls in a 

negative light.  The press tends to use emotional descriptors in pit bull articles, such as 

“vicious” and “dangerous”, and purposely using misleading photos to accompany articles 

about pit bulls.  The media has also been accused of focusing on certain information and 

ignoring other facts in order to make pit bull stories more newsworthy.   

There have been several well publicized cover stories addressing pit bulls over the 

past 30 years.  Sports Illustrated has printed two very different cover stories about pit 

bulls in 1987, Figure 1 (Watcher, 1987) and in 2008, Figure 2 (Bruty, 2008).  In 1987, the 

cover of Sports Illustrated featured a photo of a snarling pit bull that was captioned, 

“BEWARE OF THIS DOG”.  Because of the increased media attention and the growing 

fear and stereotyping of pitbulls, Sports Illustrated stated that “…the [1987] cover 

cemented the pit bulls' “badass cred”, and as rappers affected the gangster ethos, pit bulls 

became cool. Suddenly, any thug or wannabe thug knew what kind of dog to own. Many 

of these people didn't know how to train or socialize or control the dogs, and the cycle 

fed itself” (Gorant, 2008).  In addition to Sports Illustrated, articles contributing to the pit 

bulls “killer dog” image also included Rolling Stone Magazine and People Weekly 

(Delise, 2007).  The 2008 Sports Illustrated cover presented an entirely different image – 

a pit bull with “big puppy dog eyes” wearing a buckle collar and leash.  The contrast 

between the images and articles is interesting.  The first capitalized on pit bull 

stereotyping and fear.  The 2008 cover of Sports Illustrated cashed in on another hot topic 

– dog fighting and animal abuse.  The pit bull on the 2008 cover was rescued from  
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Figure 1: Sports Illustrated cover 

from 1987 (Watcher, 1987) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Sports Illustrated cover 

from 2007 (Bruty, 2008).    
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Michael Vick’s dog fighting kennels and then was rehabilitated and adopted by a family 

who trained her as a therapy dog (Gorant, 2008).  Though the second article does portray 

pit bulls in a more positive light, there is definitely an overall imbalance of negative and 

positive articles concerning pit bulls throughout the media.   

An explanation of the media’s portrayal of pit bull breed dogs is “pack 

journalism”.  It is not unique to dog attack stories, but pack journalism is particularly 

prominent in the United States (Cohen and Richardson, 2002).  Pack journalism occurs 

when reporters get their stories from articles published in respected media outlets 

(newspapers, television news shows, etc.).  Reporters who write for smaller publications 

write their own version of the story they read and there is a very good chance that the 

facts will become distorted when rewritten.  This means that if there is an inaccuracy or 

stereotype portrayed in the original article, it is likely to be exaggerated in subsequent 

articles. 

The media has also been accused of over reporting pit bull attack reports and 

misidentifying the breeds of dogs that have attacked a person.  It has been stated in many 

places that newspapers and television news stations have very little interest in dog attacks 

unless a pit bull was involved, but is difficult to trace the number of dog attacks actually 

reported versus the ones that made it to the public’s news.  However when the media 

states that a dog is a pit bull, their identification is not always accurate.  Identification of 

biting dogs is not always done by a professional and the term pit bull may be overused 

and applied to a variety of mixed breed dogs that are not actually pit bull breeds.  

The media may not have had an anti-pit bull agenda, but it did capitalize on the 

stereotype that pit bulls were labeled.  The media capitalized on the opportunity to use the 

term “pit bull” as a buzz word and gain consumer’s attention.  It may be partially due to 
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lack of knowledge and ignorance the false claims were publicized (for example, the myth 

that pit bulls have locking jaws), but over time the media played a part in helping propel 

the negative stereotype of pit bulls. 

Breed specific legislation 

Breed Specific Legislation (BSL) refers to laws that aim to reduce the number of 

dog bites and attacks to humans by regulating or banning specific breeds or types of dogs.  

The exact nature of BSL is widely variable.  Some legislation restricts the ownership 

while other legislation bans the dogs completely.  The dogs included in the legislation 

may be required to wear a muzzle in public or be kept confined on the owner’s property.  

Sometimes the law requires the owner to register the dog and maintain liability insurance.   

Outright bans, such as the law in Denver, Colorado, seize and put down the dogs that fall 

under the legislation.  Breed specific legislation applies to breeding dogs as well as 

ownership.   

The breeds addressed in BSL are included in the legislation because they were 

labeled as “dangerous” or “aggressive”.  The aim of the legislation is to reduce dog 

attacks by eliminating a population of dogs that historically have a higher attack record 

(Types of dog bites, 2011).  Currently, pit bull breeds are the most commonly addressed 

breed in BSL, but there is variation from law to law as what is considered a pit bull.  

American Pit Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, and Bull Terriers are usually 

included as well as other purebred breeds.  Rottweiler, Akita, Chow Chow, Doberman 

Pincher, Boxer, and German Shepherd are other breeds that are common in BSL.   

Most laws have a catch statement for mixed breeds that include dogs with the 

physical appearance similar to the American Kennel Club standards for the purebred 
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breeds addressed in the law.  For example, Denver’s law prohibits pit bulls and defines 

them as:  

“…an American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, 

Staffordshire Bull Terrier, or any dog displaying the majority of physical 

traits of any one or more of the above breeds, or any dog exhibiting those 

distinguishing characteristics which substantially conform to the standards 

established by the American Kennel Club or United Kennel Club for any 

of the above breeds” (Denver Code of Ordinances, 2012). 

This phrasing causes problems when identifying dogs that are regulated under BSL.  A 

study comparing a dog adoption group’s breed identification through physical traits was 

only about 25% accurate when compared to DNA analysis (Voith, et a., 2009).  Since 

visual breed identification has such a low accuracy rate, it leads to the conclusion that 

many dogs that are not pit bull breed dogs may be affected by BSL due to the phrasing.  

DNA testing for a dog’s breed is expensive and not commonly done.  In many trials 

concerning BSL, courts have not allowed dogs in question to be identified through DNA 

and insist on using the dog’s physical appearance.  This means that there is the potential 

for non-pit bull type dogs to be categorized as pit bulls.  

Breed specific legislation is fairly common in the United States.  Depending on 

the source counting, there are between 300-650 cities in the U.S. that have BSL in 2011 

(Breed-specific legislation FAQ, 2011 and Weiss, 2001).  The variation in numbers is 

dependent on how cities located in counties that have BSL are counted.  The United 

States Army, Air Force, and Marines have a uniform ban of pit bulls and Rottweilers in 

the housing of all bases.  The U.S. Army also includes Dobermans and Chow Chows in 

their BSL.  Some individual bases (in all four military branches) have more extensive 
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BSL and at least seven different breeds are included at some point (Military breed-

specific laws, 2012).  Outside of the United States, there are 37 countries that have some 

type of BSL.  Twenty seven countries have national laws while ten others have BSL in 

some part of the country (such as the United States) (Weiss, 2001).   

Though it is intended to be a “quick fix” to dog attacks, BSL has not been shown 

to effectively decrease the amount of dog bites in an area.  The reason that BSL is 

ineffective because it identifies certain breeds as a whole as being dangerous, instead of 

identifying behavioral factors of individual dogs (Weiss, 2001).  The American 

Veterinary Medical Association Task Force on Canine Aggression on Human-Canine 

Interaction (2001) identified five main factors that influence a dog’s tendency to bite.  

These factors include the dog’s genetics, early experiences (from puppyhood), 

socialization and training, health, and the victim’s behavior.  Breed specific legislation 

does not address any of these issues as they are unique to each individual dog, not to an 

entire breed.   

Several scientific studies have shown that breed specific legislation is not 

correlated to a decrease in dog bites.  In the United States 15.8 bites occur per 1000 

people and 7.1 fatal bites occur per 100 million people (Cornelissen and Hopster, 2010).  

In the past 30 years, the total number of reported dog bites has decreased drastically.  A 

study of dog bites in Denver (85%), Minneapolis (86%), New York City (90%), and 

Baltimore (91%) demonstrate the reduction in reported dog bites (Denver: selective 

counting and the cost to dogs and people, 2008).  Denver is the only city that had 

implemented breed specific legislation during the period while the other cities have 

breed-neutral dangerous dog laws.  The Denver BSL was passed in 1989 and well into 

effect by the time that reduction in dog bites was calculated in 2007.  This shows that dog 
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bites have decreased in all areas of the United States, not only the places that have 

enacted BSL.  In Nevada, the number of dog bites dropped 15% in years following the 

implementation of a program focusing on educating the public about dog bite prevention 

without any BSL (AVMA Task Force on Canine Aggression and Human-Canine 

Interaction, 2001).  

Another indication that breed specific legislation is not working is that the laws 

are being repealed in some places.  Ohio is the only state that has had statewide BSL.  

Since it was enacted in 1987, Ohio state law defined a “vicious dog” in part as “[a dog 

that] belongs to a breed that is commonly known as a pit bull dog” (Ohio HB 14, 2012).  

However, in 2012, Ohio legislature amended the law to strike out the statement shown 

above and identify dangerous dogs based on individual dog’s aggressive behaviors.  In 

the past few years, similar decisions have been made in both the Netherlands and Italy 

based on reports from expert committees investigating the efficacy of BSL.   

 Breed specific legislation has not been supported by any scientific organizations.  

The CDC data addressed in the previous section is the most commonly cited data in 

support of BSL.  However, the CDC released this statement concerning the data: “ [The 

study] does not identify specific breeds that are most likely to bite or kill, and thus is not 

appropriate for policy-making decisions related to the topic…There is currently no 

accurate way to identify the number of dogs of a particular breed, and consequently no 

measure to determine which breeds are more likely to bite or kill” (Breed-specific 

legislation statements, 2012).  The American Veterinary Medical Association also stated 

that , “In contrast to what has been reported in the news media, the data cannot be used to 

infer any breed-specific risk for dog bite fatalities” (Breed-specific legislation statements, 

2012).   
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 Breed specific legislation is quite controversial.  Even after it is passed, it 

consumes a lot of resources including man power to enforce the laws, resources to 

confiscate and transport or destroy banned dogs, and court time as dog owner’s bring 

their cases before a judge.  Since BSL has not been proven to be an effective method of 

reducing dog bites, resources could be better invested in community education of dog bite 

prevention and human-canine interaction as well as dog training and socialization.  Spay-

neuter programs and persecution of dog fighting could help minimize dangerous dog 

problems.  There are many options available besides breed specific legislation and better 

results could be achieved by tailoring solutions to individual communities.   
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Survey design 

 The survey was designed as a blind test to identify people’s views of dog breeds 

that are considered pit bulls compared to breeds that are not considered pit bulls.  A copy 

of the survey can be found in Appendix 1.  The survey was collected online using Survey 

Monkey.  The survey was made up of eight breed pages with one picture and seven 

questions per page.  The breeds presented in the survey included four pit bull breeds – 

American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, Bull Terrier, and Boxer as 

well as four non-pit bull breeds – Cocker Spaniel, German Shepherd, Labrador Retriever, 

and Rottweiler.  The questions presented for each breed were:   

 1.  How trainable is this breed? (Not trainable to Very trainable) 

 2.  How friendly is this breed?  (Not friendly to Friendly) 

 3.  Is this breed appropriate as a family pet?  (Not appropriate to Very  

        appropriate) 

 4.  How likely is this breed to attack a human?  (Not likely to Very likely) 

 5.  How likely is this breed to attack another animal?  (Not likely to Very likely) 

 6.  How would you feel if this dog was off leash and approached you at the park?           

       (Very uncomfortable to Very comfortable) 

 7.  Is this breed considered a pit bull breed?  (Yes or No) 

The participants rated the breeds on a 1-5 Likert scale with the exception of the last 

question which was a yes or no answer.  After the eight breed pages, various 

demographic information was collected including the class that the participant received 

the survey through, the college of their major, if they had ever owned a dog, what breed 
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they had owned, if they considered their dog to be a pit bull breed, and the respondent’s 

gender and age.   

 In the explanation of research at the beginning of the survey, participants signed 

the Oregon State University Internal Review Board (IRB) consent document of free will, 

with no reward participation.  The IRB approved protocol is included in Appendix 2.  

The participants were not required to answer any question and could proceed through the 

survey with an incomplete page.  Before each breed page, participants were reminded to 

think of the breed as a whole when answering the questions, as opposed to thinking about 

one individual dog that they might have encountered.     

Survey population 

 The survey was online and collected through Survey Monkey.  A link to the 

survey was distributed through Oregon State University’s online Blackboard to three 

classes – Animal Science 121, Human Development and Family Services 201, and 

Human Development and Family Services 240 in Spring term 2011.  All three classes are 

baccalaureate core classes (available to fulfill requirements for all students in the 

university) and have a more diverse composition in the Spring term.  The population was 

limited to these classes so the population biases would be known and could be addressed 

when analyzing the data.   

Data analysis 

 The data was collected using Survey Monkey and the results were downloaded 

into spreadsheets.  The survey responses were analyzed by one and two-way analysis of 

variance using NCSS (Number Cruncher Statistical System) 2007.  The results were also 

analyzed using Variance Table, Means and Effects, and Fisher’s LSD Multiple-

Comparison Test.  Many variables were analyzed including rating of each dog breed and 
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respondent information including age, gender, college, and dog/pit bull owner status.  

Ratings of pit bull breeds and non-pit bull breeds were also compared.  For this study, if  

P < 0.01 than the data is recorded as significant.    
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RESULTS 

 There were a total of 215 respondents who began the survey.  Of those, 21 were 

omitted from the analysis because they only checked the box agreeing to participate 

voluntarily in the survey and then did not answer any other questions.  The other 194 

respondents answered questions for at least one of the eight breeds.   

Questions by breed   

 Trainability (Figure 3) – The overall average response for all breed’s trainability 

was 4.0.  All four pit bull breeds were rated similarly and were not significantly different 

from one another with an average for pit bulls of 3.7.  Cocker spaniels were perceived to 

be significantly less trainable than all other breeds and the other three non-pit bull breeds 

were significantly more trainable than the pit bull breeds.  Of the non-pit bull breeds, 

trainability was ranked German Shepherd (4.8), Labrador Retriever (4.6), and Rottweiler 

(4.1).  For this data set, P < 0.01 so all results were significant. 

 Friendliness (Figure 4) – Overall average friendliness rating was 3.7.  Bull 

Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, American Pit Bull Terrier, and Rottweiler were 

all rated similarly with an average of 3.4.  Cocker Spaniel, Boxer, and German Shepherd 

were also similar to one another (average 3.8) but were significantly different than the 

previously listed breeds as well as the Labrador Retriever.  The Labrador Retriever was 

rated significantly more friendly than any other breed with a 4.7 rating.  This is nearly 

one point higher than the second ranked breed (German Shepherd – 3.8).  For the 

friendliness responses P < 0.01. 

 Appropriateness as a family pet (Figure 5) – The average of all eight breeds was 

3.6.  The four breeds considered to be the least appropriate (and did not have significantly   
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Figure 3: Average trainability rating by breed.  Breeds correspond to the following 

numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit 

Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), 

and Rottweiler (24).   

Figure 4: Average friendliness rating by breed.  Breeds correspond to the following 

numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit 

Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), 

and Rottweiler (24).  
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Figure 5: Average appropriateness as a family pet rating by breed.  Breeds correspond to 

the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), 

American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker 

Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).  
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different ratings) were the American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, 

Bull Terrier and Rottweiler.  These four breeds had an average score of 3.1.  Boxers were 

ranked as more appropriate as a family pet than the four previously mentioned breeds 

with a score of 3.6 but less appropriate than a German Shepherd or Cocker Spaniel 

(which were rated closely and averaged 3.9).  Labrador Retrievers had the highest score 

of 4.7 and were considered to be the breed that was most appropriate as a family pet.  For 

this section of data, P < 0.01. 

 Likelihood to attack a human (Figure 6) – On the survey, the questions was 

written so that 1 was “not likely to attack” progressing up to 5, being “very likely to 

attack”.  In order to analyze this question, the ratings were inverted to so that they would 

match the other questions and could be used to calculate an overall score from the 

respondents.  Therefore, in the analysis, a score of 1 means that a dog is more likely to 

attack than a dog with a score of 5.  The average response to this question was 3.7.  

American Pit Bull Terriers, Rottweilers, American Staffordshire Terriers, and German 

Shepherds were significantly lower than the other breeds with a rating of 3.3.  Bull 

Terriers and Boxers were scored 3.7 while Cocker Spaniels and Labradors had an average 

of 4.3.  For likelihood to attack a human, P < 0.01. 

 Likelihood to attack an animal (Figure 7) –This question was set up in the same 

fashion as Question 4 and the responses were treated in the same manner – inverting the 

scores so that the low scores reflect a greater likelihood to attack an animal and a higher 

score reflecting a decreased likelihood to attack another animal.   The average score of all 

breeds was 3.4.  The distinctions between the six lower scoring breeds were not clean cut.  

The American Pit Bull Terrier and the Rottweiler had the lowest scores with an average  
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Figure 6: Average likelihood to attack a human rating by breed.  1-5 = very likely to attack to 

not likely to attack.  Breeds correspond to the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer 

(12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd 

(21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Average likelihood to attack an animal by breed. 1-5 = very likely to attack to not 

likely to attack.   Breeds correspond to the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), 

American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), 

Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).    
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of 2.9.  The American Staffordshire Terrier  (3.1) fell in between the lower and middle 

groups.  Bull Terriers, German Shepherds, and Boxers had an average score of 3.3 and 

were significantly different from the bottom two breeds and the top two breeds.  The 

Labrador Retriever and the Cocker Spaniel were significantly higher than the other 

breeds with a rating of 4.0.  For the groups, P < 0.01. 

 If this dog approached you off-leash at the park, how comfortable would you feel 

(Figure 8) – For this question, a score of 1 correlates with uncomfortable (or low) and 5 

correlates to comfortable (high).  P < 0.01 and the group average was 3.4.  The 

Rottweiler, American Pit Bull Terrier, Bull Terrier, and American Staffordshire Terrier 

were all similar to each other with an average score of 3.0 but were significantly different 

from the other four breeds.  The Boxer and German Shepherd were scored with a 3.4 

average and were significantly different from the other breeds.  The Cocker Spaniel had 

the second highest score (4.0) and the Labrador Retriever was rated 4.3.  Both of these 

breeds were significantly different from one another, as well as the other six breeds in the 

survey.   

 Is this breed considered a pit bull (Figure 9) – This was a yes or no question.  

Four of the breeds are considered pit bulls and four are not.  A score of zero indicates that 

the breed was categorized incorrectly and a score of one means that the categorization 

was correct.  On average, the respondents categorized 80% of the breeds correctly.  

Boxers (28% accurate), Bull Terriers (53% accurate), and Rottweilers (77% accurate) 

were mislabeled significantly more often than the other breeds.  American Staffordshire 

Terriers and American Pit Bull Terriers were categorized correctly 88% of the time.  The 

Cocker Spaniel, Labrador Retriever, and German Shepherd were significantly different  
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Figure 8: Average comfort level if approached by an off leash dog rating by breed.  

Breeds correspond to the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American 

Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), 

Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).   
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Figure 9: Average correct identification of a breed’s pit bull/non-pit bull category.  1 = 

correct identification, 0 = incorrect identification.  Breeds correspond to the following 

numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit 

Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), 

and Rottweiler (24).   
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than the other five breeds with a 99% correct categorization rate.  For this question, P < 

0.01. 

Other analysis by question 

 The overall rating of each breed was calculated by averaging the ratings in 

questions 1-6 (using the inverse answers shown in questions 4 and 5) (Figure 10).  This 

meant that a higher score indicates a more positive perception of the breed (more 

trainable, friendlier, less likely to attack, etc) and a lower score reflects a negative 

perception (less trainable, less friendly, more likely to attack, etc).  For overall ratings, 

the four breeds with the lowest scores were significantly different from the top four 

breeds.  The American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, Rottweiler, and 

Bull Terrier had an overall average of 3.3.  The top four were all significantly different 

from each as well as from the bottom four breeds:  Boxer (3.6), German Shepherd (3.7), 

Cocker Spaniel (3.9) and Labrador Retriever (4.4).  The overall average rating of the 

breeds was 3.6 and the P < 0.01.   

 Several cross-analyses were run in order to search for correlations in respondents’ 

ratings.  Respondents’ scores for the likelihood to attack a human and likelihood to attack 

an animal were positively correlated (Figure 11).  Respondents overall rating for 

likelihood to attack a human and the breed’s friendliness were also negatively correlated 

(Figure 12).     

Analysis by respondent factors 

 Data was also analyzed comparing the answers of dog owners to non-dog owners 

and pit bull owners to non-pit bull (including non-dog) owners.  This factor was self-

identified and does not necessarily affect to individual’s exposure to dogs (they may have   
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Figure 10:  Overall mean rating of each breed’s trainability, friendliness, appropriateness 

as a family pet, likelihood to attack a human, likelihood to attack another animal, and 

approachability when off-leash (survey questions 1-6) .  Breeds correspond to the 

following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American Staffordshire Terrier (13), 

American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker 

Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).   
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Figure 11:  Comparison of ratings of likelihood to attack a human and likelihood to attack 

an animal.  For both factors, 1 = very likely to attack and 5 = not likely to attack.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12:  Comparison of ratings of likelihood to attack a human and friendliness.  For 

friendliness, 1-5 = not friendly to very friendly.  For likelihood to attack a person, 1-5 = 

very likely to attack to not likely to attack.  These factors are negatively correlated 

because to the less friendly a breed was rated; the more likely is rated to attack a human.    
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been exposed to many dogs through friends or family, but not personally owned a dog).  

Altogether, dog ownership did not significantly affect respondents’ ratings (Figure 14).  

There was also not a significant difference between pit bull owners and people who did 

not own pit bulls (Figure 15).  Non-pit bull owner refers to non-dog owners as well as 

people who owned other types of dogs.  It should also be noted that there were far fewer 

dog owners who responded to the survey than non-dog owners, which was the cause of 

the data not being significant.  

 There were some differences in overall rating based on the respondents’ major 

college (Table 1).  Respondents from the College of Business and the College of 

Engineering had significantly lower scores (about 3.4) compared to other colleges.  

Respondents from the Colleges of Agriculture Sciences, Education, Public Health and 

Human Sciences, and Science had higher scores with an average of 3.7.  The results from 

the College of Forestry and College of Pharmacy were insignificant because of the small 

sample sizes.   
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Figure 13: Mean response of non-dog owners (purple) compared to dog owners (red).  

Breeds correspond to the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), American 

Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd (21), 

Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Mean response of non-pit bull owners (purple) compared to pit bull owners 

(red).  Breeds correspond to the following numbers Bull Terrier (11), Boxer (12), 

American Staffordshire Terrier (13), American Pit Bull Terrier (14), German Shepherd 

(21), Labrador Retriever (22), Cocker Spaniel (23), and Rottweiler (24).   
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   Mean response by respondents’ college 

College Name N Mean 

Agriculture Sciences 256 3.7
b
 

Business 160 3.4
a
 

Education 75 3.7
b
 

Engineering 152 3.4
a
 

Forestry 16 3.7
c
 

Public Health and 

Human Sciences 

360 3.7
b
 

Pharmacy 8 3.2
c
 

Science 248 3.7
b
 

Total 1275 3.6 

 

Table 1: Average overall ratings by respondents’ college.  N is the number of respondents 

from a particular college and the mean is the average of ratings from survey questions 1-

6.  Note that N is referring to the number of breed questions answered, not the number of 

individuals participating.  Since some respondents did not complete the entire survey, it 

was necessary to count each breed page as an N value instead of the entire survey.  

Subscripts: 
a, b 

Each group is significantly different from the other.  
c
 The means are 

insignificant due to the small sample numbers.  
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DISCUSSION 

 The majority of respondents (93%) were 18-25 years old.  This was expected 

considering the average demographics of a state university.  The respondent population 

was also 78% female.  In the future, the study should be replicated with a sample 

population more representative of the complete populations.  About 82% of the 

respondents were dog owners and approximately 10% were identified themselves as pit 

bull owners.  Replicating the study with a larger sample that is more representative of the 

general populations could possibly reveal different results.  Also, a survey with a larger 

number of pit bull owners could potentially reveal significant differences in perceptions 

of dog breeds. 

 In several of the questions, the Rottweiler (a non-pit bull breed) was scored more 

similarly to three of the four pit bull breeds (American Pit Bull Terrier, American 

Staffordshire Terrier, and Bull Terrier) than the Boxer (considered a pit bull breed).  The 

categorization of breeds as pit bulls or non-pit bulls revealed that nearly three-quarters of 

the respondents did not recognize the Boxer as a pit bull breed.  This is supported by 

other studies that have suggested that people do not realize that a Boxer can be 

considered a pit bull, even though it is fairly common in breed specific legislation 

(Collier, 2006).  An explanation for the Rottweiler link to the pit bull breeds could be due 

to the “dangerous dog” stereotype that has been associated with Rottweilers in the past, 

most prominently in the 1980s (Delise, 2007).  Of the individuals surveyed, 23% of 

people thought that Rottweilers were pit bull breed dogs and this could be a reason for the 

similar scores to three of the pit bull breeds.     

 When categorizing the breeds as pit bulls or non-pit bulls, the average accuracy 

was 80%.  However, the Labrador Retriever, German Shepherd, and Cocker Spaniel were 
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identified correctly 99% of the time.  Not only are these three breeds built quite 

differently than the pit bull breed dogs, but the correct categorization may be due to the 

fact that these dog breeds are quite common and people are more familiar with them.  

The overall accuracy was brought down significantly by the Boxer and Bull Terrier 

identification.  People’s confusion of what dogs are considered to be pit bull breeds has 

been shown in several studies (Twinning et al, 2000).  Other studies have found that 

people are more likely to call a larger dog a pit bull, which may be a reason for the 

Rottweiler and Bull Terrier misidentification in this survey.  It would be interesting to do 

a follow-up study using less common non-pit bull breeds and see how categorization 

accuracy was affected.   

 The results show that people think all dogs in general are slightly more likely to 

attack an animal than a person.  The same tendency was found in a study by Duffy, et. al. 

(2008).  It is relevant to note that no breed received an average rating below a three for 

the likelihood to attack a human score.  So from the mean scores, no breed was thought to 

be more than “somewhat likely” to attack a human.  This implies that even though 

respondents’ rated three of the pit bull breeds and the Rottweiler lower than the other 

breeds, they still did not perceive them as likely to attack.  The respondents’ rating of 

dogs’ friendliness was negatively correlated to the likelihood to attack a human score.  

This is a logical correlation that friendly dogs bite people less frequently then dogs that 

are not friendly.  To better understand this, a more in-depth research project could ask 

about a dog’s friendliness to people versus human friendliness and then about the 

likelihood to bite each.   

 Overall, there was a difference in the way that some of the pit bull breeds were 

perceived compared to some of the non-pit bull breeds.  Consistently, the American Pit 
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Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, and Bull Terrier were rated lower than the 

Labrador Retriever, Cocker Spaniel, and German Shepherd.  People had similar 

perceptions of Rottweilers and the three pit bull breeds mentioned above.  Altogether, 

Boxers were rated more positively than the other pit bull breeds, but slightly less positive 

than the non-pit bull breeds (excluding the Rottweiler).  There are many factors that 

affect an individual’s perception of pit bull breed dogs.  Further research is needed in 

order to attempt to identify correlating factors between people’s perceptions of pit bulls 

and demographic information.   
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